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Introduction 


In an industrial society, the needs for literacy are obvious, 
whether at work or in private life. So it is not surprising that 
schools have always paid considerable attention to this side of 
their teaching. Furthermore, the advent of the new technolo- 
gies is likely to make greater rather than fewer demands on 
literacy skills. As David Williams explains later in this book, 
working with computers enforces the necessity to be particu- 
larly precise in both analysing written output and planning 
one’s own input. 

There is another important point here. Literacy is not 
simply a matter of decoding print to sounds, or of converting 
sounds to print. It involves meaning. All of us — children and 
adults alike — are constantly occupied in making meanings. It 
is not enough for us to comprehend a text to the extent of 
being able to repeat it, or even to explain what it says ‘in our 
own words’, although this is a beginning. Full comprehension 
means understanding what the writer (or speaker) means by 
reference to what has not been said as well as what has, by 
comparison with material, ideas and knowledge outside the 
immediate text and by analysis of the writer’s purposes and of 
how the message has been coded ~ its language, style, register 
or code. 

In other words, full literacy involves the use of many inputs 
over and above the immediate message, in terms both of 
content and of analysis. Analysis, however, cannot be 
practised in a vacuum. If the message is empty, saying nothing 
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and being part of no context — cognitive or affective — ae 
recipient, then no analysis is possible. Philosophers used to 
offer the sentence ‘the army is on night manoeuvres’ to make 
the point about context. Said in a barrack-room in a particular 
place on a particular date, the sentence means a great deal. 
Read on this page today with no elaboration, we can do 
nothing beyond offering definitions of the words in the 
sentence and a few speculations about how it could become 
meaningful. 

In the aftermath of the Bullock report (DES (Department 
of Education and Science), 1975) I persuaded some colleagues 
to provide the material for a reader on language, reading and 
learning (Cashdan, 1979). Along with chapters on linguistic 
approaches, assessment, primary and secondary methodo- 
logy, etc., we included two specifically on literature, both for 
their own sake and to make the point that reading would be a 
barren, sterile activity unless we paid due attention to the 
content of what was read. In the current book, we hope to 
have gone further and to have integrated form and content to 
the point where a chapter on either separately would make no 
sense. Not only that, we feel that chapters on language as an 
entity, or on reading on its own, make little sense either. Both 
John Merritt and I argue specifically later in this book that 
reading and language have no inherent value except as tools 
for learning. It may be a measure of the success of the 
‘language across the curriculum’ moveme 
now consider reading and language as v 
right. But this is a misunderst 
purpose of this book to demons 
ten years after the Bullock report, to pursue literacy 


energetically, but a total concept of creating and making 
meanings, 


nt that educationists 
aluable in their own 
anding — and it is a major 
trate how important it still is, 


The book opens with two background chapters. First a 


survey of language in the curriculum which I hope will set the 
stage for considering literacy as an integral part of the whole 
of school (and later) learning. This is followed by Gordon 
Wells’ analysis, based on his major research project at Bristol, 
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of determinants of meaning-making in young children and 
their implications for teachers. After these come three 
chapters which provide detailed analyses of current research 
and thinking in literacy study: the Underwoods on cognitive 
processes, Colin Harrison on newer thinking on readability 
and John Harris on the fast-growing study of children’s 
writing and its development. The succeeding three chapters 
cover selected growth points at a more consciously applied 
level. Helen Arnold emphasises the emptiness of much 
hearing of reading and offers positive help; David Wray does 
a parallel job with project work; and David Williams 
demonstrates entertainingly the range of pedagogical possi- 
bilities opened up (but as yet largely unexploited) by the 
classroom computer. Peter Brinton then looks at assessment, 
particularly as it normally happens, in the classroom. Finally, 
John Merritt offers some salutary thoughts on the danger we 
are still open to, of inert thinking. To be blunt, as indeed he is, 
chapters such as those by the Underwoods and Harrison in 
this book would, following Merritt’s analysis, be of no use in 
either teaching or teacher-training unless read with full 
engagement, including a constant and active searching for 
meanings and applications. Full literacy entails very hard 
work! 


Asher Cashdan 
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Language and the curriculum 
Asher Cashdan 


Introduction 


It must now be something like twenty s 
teachers, particularly those involved in English teaching, 
began to study what came to be called ‘language across the 
curriculum’. They focused attention, not just on the language 
of the pupil, but on that of the teacher also. Their concerns 
reached a wide public, both through the work of the National 
Association for the Teaching of English (NATE) and, 
perhaps even more, through the publication of two seminal 
books. The more applied of these texts was undoubtedly 
“Language, the Learner and the School’ (Barnes, Britton and 
Rosen, 1969) and the more theoretical, ‘Language and 
Learning’ (Britton, 1970). In 1971, NATE devoted a whole 
issue of ‘English in Education’ 
(Clements and Griffiths, 1971) 
follows, They asked teachers: 


years since groups of 


to this subject. Its editors 
summarised the main issues as 


to pause a while to consider the language they use to 
teach with and the language they ask pupils to learn with. 
We need to understand more about how we can help 
our pupils to use language, both spoken and written, to 
make sense of their own lives and what they learn in 
school. We need to listen more carefully to what our 
pupils say. We need to structure our work with them in 


such a way that they use language as productively as 
possible. 
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They go on to emphasise that language for learning is thus of 
significance for all teachers, not only for English teachers. 

This is a clear enough statement, yet it is not surprising that 
it has been interpreted in a wide variety of ways. And 
although the influence of the ‘language’ movement is undeni- 
able, its success has been variable. It is the purpose of this 
chapter to look at some of the issues involved in examining 
language in the curriculum, to evaluate current practice and to 
make a few tentative suggestions. 


Philosophies of learning 


All teachers make use of a philosophy (or psychology) of 
learning. That is only to say that, in teaching someone else, 
we make assumptions about the other person’s capacities, 
learning techniques and, often enough, about their interests 
and attitudes. Even among trained teachers this philosophy, 
or learning theory, is largely unconscious, implicit and 
unthought-out. This intuitiveness of approach, which I 
would argue applies particularly in secondary teaching, may 
be due in part to the incompleteness, or unsatisfactory nature, 
of the psychology of learning, particularly as it is taught in the 
colleges of education. Thus, some differences between 
teachers’ approaches may be attributable to the espousal of 
different textbook theories, e.g. more commitment to Piage- 
tian, cognitive or stimulus-response psychologies. But even 
where teachers pay lip-service to a particular theoretical 
approach, it is often far from certain that their teaching, as 
they carry it out in practice, relates at all closely to the 
claimed theoretical stance. Thus (fortunately, some might 
say) those who claim to use behaviour modification tech- 
niques rarely demonstrate in practice the consistency that one 
would expect from them. And claims that ‘in my classroom 
there is a great deal of pupil talk’ are regularly belied by 
observational studies! 

In practice, then, varia 
ably owes more to teachers’ 


tion in approach to teaching prob- 
personality and social back- 
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ground, to their attitudes to children and to their general 
political stance, than to their formal training. No doubt, of 
course, these background factors are passed through the 
filters of experience, study and training; nevertheless, it is the 
background factors that matter most; though, before passing 
on, it is probably worth stressing how great may be the 
influence of the ethos of the school or the department in 
which the teacher is working. 

One might crudely categorise teachers’ approaches into 
two broad groupings. Group A believe (or operate as if they 
did) that pupils learn by listening to teacher-talk; inattention/ 
failure is due to laziness or wickedness. It may also be due to 
the teacher talk being poorly executed — the teacher may be 
under-prepared, or may not have explained clearly. As a last 
resort (the first for some!), the pupil may lack the inherent 
ability for studying the subject or may come from a home 
which has not prepared him or her adequately for the school 
experience. Group B operate with a quite different set of 
assumptions. They believe that pupils learn by making their 
own contributions (including their own mistakes), through 
group work, self-directed learning and so on. 

We could throw in a number of other modifiers — within 
each of our notional groups there may be quite a range of 
belief in/acceptance of individual and group differences. This 
could lead, even with Group A teachers, to the planning of 
group work, to modification of teaching materials as well as, 
as it more frequently does, to the creation of schemes for 
‘homogenising’ the classroom: the well-known apparatus of 
streaming, setting, banding. Similarly, A teachers will tend to 
run authoritarian classrooms where teachers make the major 
decisions and B teachers may be so democratic that (as 
Bennett, 1978, claims) their children may spend more time 
deciding how to organise their learning than in actually 
learning anything. However that may be, B teachers will 
certainly tend to stress small group work and pu 
from each other, perhaps begging the question 
opinions) of how far they can in fact do so. 


pils learning 
(in A teachers’ 
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Teaching in practice 


The above characterisation may be more than a little crude. 
There can, however, be no doubt that many pedagogic 
practices flow from our teachers’ theoretical positions. Let us 
consider a few of these; they need not be taken as neat and 
tidy dichotomies, but as teachers belong more or less to our 
groups A or B, one can easily work out which of them they 
will tend to use more, less, or not at all. 


1 The pupils work heavily from text books, write unseen 
examinations, and spend a lot of their time learning off 
‘facts’. 

2 Pupils make heavy use of individualised work cards, of 
learning laboratories, of ‘packs’. 

3 There is much project work, paying conscious attention 
to information accessing skills and to the evaluation of 
writers’ ideas and opinions. 

4 Pupils are experienced in working together in groups, in 
collective projects, in discussion. 

5 Much work is produced in formal, ‘final draft’ form, is 
impersonal and makes heavy use of the passive voice. 

6 Pupils’ work is frequently encouraged to be tentative, 
exploratory and unpolished and often makes use of new 
media (tapes, video). 

7 Pupils are assessed by formal means and by coursework 
rather than end-of-course examinations. 


The advocates of a ‘language across the curriculum’ 
approach, led by Barnes, Britton and Rosen (in their 1969 
book) argued forcefully against too much final draft work and 
for a sensitivity to audience. This latter brought in its train an 
awareness of | types of writing — Britton’s categories of 
transactional, expressive and poetic. Of course, these categor- 
ies have come under attack (and Beard (1984) makes a good 
case for replacing them with Kinneavy’s model of Writer, 
Audience, Text and The World); but their enduring value is in 
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this drawing the attention of pupil — and teacher — to the need 
for different styles in different contexts and for different 
purposes. (See Harris’s chapter in this book for a more 
detailed discussion of approaches to drafting and of writing 
types.) 


Language development 


Through the whole range of philosophy and of practice 
outlined above, there runs nevertheless a commitment, shared 
by virtually all teachers, to the expectation that pupils will do 
most of their learning through language (an expectation, 
incidentally, not entirely shared by Piaget). Similarly, there is 
the assumption that a significant part of the teacher’s task is to 
develop the pupils’ language. Here, however, there is a 
considerable divergence of view. According to some theories, 
the pupil’s language simply develops by exposure — exposure 
that is, to the teacher, the textbook 


s and to the educational 
process in general. Pr 


i r actice is thought to help, though it may 
be divorced from the context in which it would be relevant: 
but, above all, the pupil progresses with Maturation, so that 
deliberate planning is hardly needed. In the other camp, 
language development is seen to need very definite ‘fostering’ 
techniques. Similar differences Occur in respect of the need to 
teach study skills to help children to learn how to read for 
different purposes, extract information, make notes, observe 
and record. For the moment, let us leave aside the question of 
whether ‘language development’ is an achievable, or even a 
desirable goal. We shall return to this question later. 


Teachers’ behaviour 


As already implied, there is considerable variation in our 
self-awareness as teachers. In fact, most of us are distinctly 
lacking in self-knowledge. By this I mean nothing very 
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subtle: most of us are unaware of how much we talk, whether 
we favour boys or girls, or which type of pupils we talk to 
more, whether by race, social background, personality or our 
evaluations of their potential abilities. This shows particularly 
in intervention studies, whether in the nursery or the 
secondary school. Teachers often claim that they do their 
teaching ‘in context’; that is to say, they teach their pupils 
thinking skills, or English style, or whatever, by working on 
these skills during an on-going activity. Yet in many hours of 
observation, Wood, McMahon and Cranstoun (1980) found 
very little of this kind of ‘on the job’ activity, an experience 
very similar to that of an American team of researchers 
quoted in the Bullock report (DES, 1975). Another aspect of 
this lack of self-awareness is our surprise when we hear what 
children actually do in school. For instance, Lunzer and his 
team (Lunzer and Gardner, 1979) discovered how rare it is in 
secondary school for children to read continuously for longer 
than three minutes at a stretch (half of classroom reading 
occurring in ‘bursts of less than fifteen seconds’), and Torbe 
(1980) found much the same in the secondary schools which 
he studied less formally. 

Furthermore, teachers often think that their behaviour is 
responsive to pupil requests or needs. Yet Wood, McMahon 
and Cranstoun (1980) again showed that ‘adults who man- 
aged a good deal were also approached for management, 
while those who interacted with children in talk, play and 
making things were approached more often for personal 
interactions.’ Moreover they argue convincingly from their 
data that the pupils were responding to the teacher, not vice 
versa. As they put it, ‘management seemed to breed more 
management, interactions more interactions.’ See Wells 
chapter in this book where he quotes his own and Tizard’s 
findings on conversation in nursery and infant classrooms.) 

Part of the reason for this mismatch between what happens 
and what we think happens, lies in the undoubted difficulty 
of monitoring our own behaviour while busy at work. But 
there is little doubt that part also is due to a kind of 
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wish-fulfilment syndrome — we come to believe that those 
things go on that we would like to be seeing, however 
infrequently they actually happen in practice! And even when 
we are engaged in interaction with pupils, it takes consider- 
able self-monitoring for us to realise how frequently our 
interactions lack sophistication and appropriateness. So often 
our questions are closed and simple when they could be open 
and exploratory, leading to pupil-initiated sequences, rather 
than being ‘stage-managed’ by the teacher. (Another perspec- 
tive on this problem is provided in Arnold’s discussion of 
hearing reading in her chapter in this book.) 


Teachers’ expectations 


What do teachers assume (or demand) of their pupils’ spoken 


and written language? Some of their expectations could be set 
out as follows. 


1 Pupils ought to speak in standard English, using received 
pronunciation (BBC English, middle class London etc.). 

2 Pupils should speak in well-formed sentences. 

3 Pupils should write in standard English, using only 
well-formed sentences 

4 Pupils should use a variety of styles, tailoring these to the 
demands of the task and context. (Although Britton’s 
categories of transactional, expre 
longer as fashionable as they wer 
to distinguish between functio 
writing), 

5 Teachers should accept their pupils’ home language, 
dialect, code/register. Alternatively, they should work 
from these, slowly weaning their pupils from them 
towards ‘standard’ expressions. Some would even sug- 
gest a complete break from the home language and the 
establishing from the start of a norm for school language. 
In contrast to these attitudes would be the evaluation of 


ssive and poetic are no 
e, many would still wish 
nal and more personal 
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the home dialect as equally effective and appropriate as 
standard English, or again the view that only standard 
English has the capacity to sustain subtle, abstract, 
disembedded thought, such as is needed in the educa- 
tional system. 


Subject demands 


A particular concern of those interested in language across the 
curriculum has been the examination of the demands made in 
different school subjects. There is the question of readability. 
Not only are many school texts inadequately tailored to the 
reading abilities of the pupils (as when pupils are asked to 
work from material which is far too difficult, whether in 
literary style, scientific vocabulary or complexity of con- 
cepts); the same problem may apply also to the language of 
the home-made work-card or to the teacher’s own speech. 
Furthermore, many secondary school subjects have their own 
particular vocabularies and modes of thought; it is a major 
aspect of the pupils’ learning to get inside the language of the 
subject and its procedures. Yet this is often expected with no 
specific training and little insight into why literary work may 
demand one style and physics another. 

Finally, as Crystal (1979) has demonstrated clearly, the 
decision as to what to correct and what to leave alone in 
pupils’ writing at any particular stage needs to be based on 
accurate assessment of where that pupil has reached — in other 
words the judgement must be based on the pupil’s ‘grammar’, 
not by reference to the final goals of adult style. Not only 
that, but there is a world of difference, as he points out, 
between exercises on ‘sentence-connecting adverbials’ and 
word games which may have the same object (Charlip’s 
‘fortunately ... unfortunately . . .”). Yet there is a persistent 
confusion among educators over what explicit language 
‘knowledge’ pupils should have. Thus HMI (Her Majesty’s 
Inspectorate: DES, 1984) have recently listed ten categories of 
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language knowledge they expect of 11 year olds, including 
parts of speech, subject and object etc. 


The relevance of educational aims 


All of the above considerations need to be moderated in terms 
of what the teacher considers to be the object of both the 
particular and the general exercise. The kinds of questions 
that arise here include whether learning is an activity which is 
of value now, or whether one is always preparing only for 
distant goals. In the preceding section, for instance, one must 
distinguish between the needs of the budding physicist and 
those of the pupil whose interest in physical concepts is 
genuine enough but who is unlikely to devote the next two 
years (let alone the whole of his or her working life) to 
activity in this field. Again, one has to ask whether school is 
essentially a conservative agency, in which case the teacher’s 
main purpose is to transmit existing standards and values, or 
whether it may be an agent for change. If the latter, then 
newer approaches to the nature of knowledge, its permanence 
and the context in which it is acquired, may become much 
more relevant. And if school cannot be a change agent, does 


this mean for many of us that we have again to consider 
de-schooling society? 


‘Language across the curriculum’ today 


What I have been trying to suggest throughout this chapter is 
that there are a number of ways in which language and its 
place in the curriculum can be approached. Teachers will 
differ in the emphasis they put upon different aspects and 
there are many areas in which they will not always agree with 
each other. For some, ‘language across the curriculum’ 
certainly means radical changes in the way in which the pupil 
is helped to approach the curriculum, involving changes in 
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relationships and a more child-centred curriculum than 
hitherto, extending right through the secondary school. 
Others will see it more narrowly in terms of an agreed policy 
about correcting pupils’ work, an examination of the vocabu- 
laries of different subjects, or even a greater sophistication 
about what teachers actually do, including detailed analysis of 
questioning techniques, criterion referenced approaches in 
assessment, or again perhaps a broader approach to compre- 
hension, looking outside the text as well as inside it. 

Supposing, however, we take ‘language across the curricu- 
lum’ as defined by the NATE editorial; how far have we 
progressed in the last ten years or so? Certainly there have 
been innovative schools, concerned local authorities, plenty 
of good writing, interesting courses and conferences. There 
are the books by Barnes (1973, 1976); the NATE Guidelines 
(1976), collections by Marland (1977) and Cashdan (1979) 
among many others. More recently, there is the report of the 
Talk Workshop Group (1982), in which staff of a school 
explore their work with pupils in considerable and fascinating 
detail. And interest has spread into further education, too (see 
Moor, 1985). 

With all this, however, there is somehow the feeling that 
educationalists are pushing the same doctrines as in the 
sixties, rather than developing further. And the rash of 
so-called ‘language’ books with which we are covered fool 
few of us — so many are the old English exercises dressed up in 
new clothes. : 

Recent visits to Scotland have made me read carefully the 
very short, but highly significant, progress report of their 
HMIs on the education of pupils with learning difficulties 
(SED (Scottish Education Department), 1978). What did they 
find there but the same old phonic drills, the detachment of 
slower learners from their fellows, decreased motivation and 
irrelevant educational experience. Their recipes for improve- 
ment are on the right lines — they see the problem as in the 
curriculum (and school organisation) rather than in the pupil. 


Here again is enough evidence that there is still a long way to 
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go (and even this report slips into advocating ‘language for its 
own sake’). 


Some concluding principles 


What, then, is there to do? We can of course keep spreading 
the established facts - writing, holding conferences, providing 
inservice courses. Such activities are not to be despised — and 
we can certainly point to some successes and some growth 
points. There is a movement to examine much more carefully 
than has been done so far the whole question of the language 
of different subjects and its implications in the secondary 
school. (See, for example, Gillham, 1985.) Innovations in the 
system, whether ‘language’ posts, school-based courses, 
Open University initiatives or other inservice work, may all 
help (and see Merritt’s chapter). Also validating bodies such 
as CNAA (Council for National Academic Awards) do seem 
to be taking seriously the need for all pre-service courses to 
pay serious attention to language in the classroom. All of 
these will help, especially where a Local Education Author- 
ity, its advisers and its head teachers all pull together, so that 
language is not just a preoccupation of a tired, junior and 
badly-supported English teacher! 

Have we anything more than this to offer? There are the 
beginnings of greater sophistication in the pragmatics of 
language, with some linguistics experts starting to approach 
the important questions in a more meaningful and applied 
way. | would cite the work of David Crystal, as mentioned 
above, and that of Katharine Perera (1984). Meanwhile, there 
are three principles which may well be worth pondering. 


1 Much more effort needs to be put into heightening our 
self-awareness. Teachers do not know how much they talk in 
the classoom, what kinds of questions they employ, how their 
interaction style may be perceived by children — not because 
they are hypocritical, but because of the tremendous diffi- 


culty, in the ‘heat of action’, of monitoring their own 
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behaviour. We need to spend more time observing in each 
other’s classrooms, using tape-recorders, above all in analys- 
ing our own performance. This may be thought of in terms of 
the new ‘accountability’ vogue, but it is accountability to 
ourselves that matters rather than the external imposition of 
the paymaster! 

2 We need to spend much more thought on the reconcili- 
ation of direct and indirect approaches in teaching. Direct 
teaching is not to be dismissed. Curiously, the Bullock report 
(DES, 1975) in one and the same paragraph says ‘explicit 
instruction out of context is in our view of little value’ and 
then immediately talks of the need to keep a check-list, and to 
cover punctuation, some aspects of usage, the way words are 
built and the company they keep, and a knowledge of the 
modest collection of technical terms useful for the discussion 
of language! Provided that pupils and teachers share acommon 
understanding of what needs to be done and why and, as 
Bullock again put it, that the need ‘creates the opportunity’, we 
really can hope to marry direct and opportunistic work. But 
this needs very careful working out, for what is being here 
advocated is the encapsulation of all true teaching —and it is too 
easy to get the balance wrong as I have suggested has happened 
in the recent HMI pamphlet (DES, 1984). Pie 

3 Above all, we must avoid the teaching of language for its 
own sake — and this includes ‘language development’. We do 
need to learn to transfer, to acquire skills in one context that 
will generalise to many others; but language should always be 
a tool and not a master. It is ours for the solving of problems, 
for the achievement of goals (whether instructional, aesthetic 
or more purely recreational), but it has little justification as an 


abstract possession in its own right. 


As Douglas Barnes himself says (Barnes, undated), In a 
way what we’re doing has very little to do with language 


_. We're trying to persuade teachers to adopt a reflective 
attitude to the teaching and learning that goes on in their 
lessons, and insofar as this is looking at language, then it’s 


language.’ 
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Note 


An earlier version of this chapter was published in Reading through the 
Curriculum, edited by Bruce Gillham (United Kingdom Reading 
Association/Heinemann, 1983). 


References 


Barnes, D. (1973) Language in the Classroom (E262, Block 4). Open 
University Press. 

Barnes, D. (1976) From Communication to Curriculum. Penguin. . 

Barnes, D. (undated, circa 1980) Language Across the Curriculum. NATE 
(Coventry) Lecture Notes, No. 1. 

Barnes, D., Britton, J. and Rosen, H. (1969) Language, the Learner and the 
School. Penguin. 

Beard, R. (1984) Children’s Writing in the Primary School. Hodder/UKRA. 

Bennett, S.N. (1978) ‘Recent research on teaching’, British Journal of 
Educational Psychology, 48, 127-47. 

Britton, J. (1970) Language and Learning. Penguin. 

Cashdan, A. (ed.) (1979) Language, Reading and Learning. Basil Blackwell. 

Clements, S. and Griffiths, P. (1971) ‘What is language across the 
curriculum? (Editorial)’, English in Education, 5, 3-4, 


Crystal, D. (1979) ‘Language in education — a linguistic perspective’, in 
Cashdan, A. (ed.) Lar 


guage, Reading and Learning. Basil Blackwell. 
DES (1975) A Language for Life (The Bullock report). HMSO. 
DES (1984) English from 5 to 16, Curriculum Matters 1. HMSO. 
Gillham, B. (ed.) (1985) The Language of School Subjects (In Press). 
Lunzer, E. A. and Gardner, W. K. (1979) The Effective Use of Reading. 
Heinemann Educational. 

Marland, M. (Ed.) (1977) Language Across the 
Educational. 
Moor, R. (1985) 
April, 34-5. 
NATE (1976) Language Across the 
NATE/Ward Lock Educational. 

Perera, K. (1984) Children’s Writing and Reading. Basil Blackwell. 

SED (1978) The Education of Pupils with Learning Difficulties in Primary 
and Secondary Schools in Scotland. HMSO. 

Talk Workshop Group (1982) Becoming Our Own Experts: The Vauxhall 
Papers. Inner London Education Authority English Centre. 

Torbe, M. (ed.) (1980) Language Policies in Action. Ward Lock Educa- 
tional. 


Wood, D., McMahon, L. and Cranstoun, Y. (1980) Working With 
Under-Fives. Grant McIntyre. 


Curriculum. Heinemann 
‘Language for learning at FE level’. NATFHE Journal, 


Curriculum — Guidelines for Schools. 


2 


Styles of interaction and 
opportunities for learning 
Gordon Wells 


Introduction 


In trying to answer the question ‘where does a child’s control 
of his or her native language come from?’, two contrasting 
theoretical explanations have come to dominate discussion. 
On the one hand, there is the position expounded by 
Chomsky (1965, 1976), Lenneberg (1967) and McNeil (1966), 
which emphasises the autonomous nature of the child’s 
construction of language. According to this account, the 
learning process is determined by the innate structure of the 
learner operating upon the specific organisation of whichever 
human language he or she is exposed to. An input of primary 
linguistic data is necessary, of course, but, provided it 
contains a proportion of well-formed sentences appropriate 
to their situational context, the precise form of the input does 
not significantly affect the course that learning takes. 

The second explanation, by contrast, emphasises the role of 
the environment. Observations across a wide range of 
language communities show that adults when speaking to 
young language learners modify their speech in the direction 
of syntactic simplicity and semantic and pragmatic redun- 
dancy in context. These features, it is argued by Snow (1977), 
Rondal (1983) and others, provide the child with what is, 
effectively, graded instruction concerning the formal struc- 
ture of the language and the way in which form is related to 
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intended meaning. Some degree of structural pre-adaptation 
to the task on the part of the learner is assumed, of course, but 
in this account the main burden of explanation for the course 
taken in acquisition falls on the input. 

The same sort of alternative explanations can also be 
brought to bear on the variation in educational attainment 
that is associated with social class, in so far as this is 
attributable to educational attainment. On the one hand, 
there are those who have argued that this variation is largely 
determined by inherited potential. On the other hand, others 
have claimed that the class-related variation that undoubtedly 
occurs is caused by differences in language use, which 
significantly affect children’s ability to make use of the 
opportunities provided by formal education. According to 
this latter explanation, whether it be a matter of dialect 
(Labov, 1970) or sociolinguistic code (Bernstein, 1971), the 
disadvantage experienced by many lower-class children is said 
to be in their being inadequately prepared for the linguistic 
demands of the classroom by having learned a different model 
of language in use from their parents and the other members 
of their immediate language community. 

Both Labov and Bernstein, quite rightly, question the 
appropriateness of the language demands that are made on 
such children in the schools they attend. Both also point out 
that ‘different does not mean ‘less effective when comparing 
the ways in which Meaning intentions are given expression 
through grammatical forms, vocabulary and pronunciation. 
But, as with those who emphasise the tutoring role of the 
adult input in initial language learning, both these authors 
emphasise the influence of the environment on the repertoire 
of linguistic resources that the child masters as a result of 
interaction with members of the family circle. s 

To many, these theoretical accounts are mutually exclusive 
alternatives, with acceptance of either one requiring the 
rejection of the other, But this, I believe, is a mistake. A major 
reason for the apparent conflict is the tendency for scholars to 
focus, in their study of language, either on the internal 
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structure of the language system or alternatively on the uses 
to which the resources of language are put in inter-personal 
communication. But surely it would be more appropriate to 
see the two perspectives as complementary. As Halliday 
(1984) points out, language is both system and resource. And, 
in learning their native language, children both participate in 
linguistic interaction to achieve their communicative purposes 
and draw on that experience in order to construct their 
representation of the rules — the grammar that underlies that 
interaction. 

As far as the autonomy of the learner is concerned, this is 
attested by the child’s construction of ‘incorrect’ transitional 
rules, in spite of the lack of supporting evidence in the input: 
for example, the early preference for fixed word order in 
languages where this is variable (Slobin, 1982); the well- 
known phenomenon of over-regularisation of irregular forms 
(e.g. ‘goed’, ‘sheeps’); and the systematic ‘errors’ that 
Bowerman (1972) has observed in much older children. 
Evidence of a different kind is to be found in the fact that 
there is a very high degree of similarity between children in 
the sequence in which learning takes place, despite consider- 
able variation in the range and quality of the language that is 
modelled in the utterances that individual children hear 
(Wells, 1985). This suggests a very high degree of similarity in 
the mental structure that is brought to bear on the input by 
language learners and in the strategies that they employ in 
constructing and progressively modifying their internal 
grammar. s 

Similarity of sequence in learning does not, however, imply 
similarity in rate of learning, or even in the level of mastery 
ultimately attained. Differences of this kind are both substan- 
tial and early to appear (Wells, 1982, 1985), and whilst no 
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Learning a language, as Halliday (1984) and Hymes (1971) 
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amongst others have pointed out, involves more than 
acquiring a grammatical system that will generate well- 
formed sentences. It involves learning how to produce and 
understand sentences in a wide variety of contexts, that is to 
say how to use language as a resource for communicating 
with other people. Sentences take on their meaning for an 
individual in relation to the situations in which they are used. 
Their effectiveness as a resource depends on the range of 
purposes to which the learner discovers they may be put from 
his or her experience of interaction with other speakers. The 
importance of the quality of this experience is beginning to 
emerge from a number of recent studies, which show that 
differences in language use by adults are significantly assoc- 
lated with variation in their children’s rate of development 
(see Wells and Robinson, 1982, for a review). 

The argument of this paper, therefore, is that language 
learning should be seen as resulting from an interaction 
between an organism pre-adapted to the learning task and an 
environment which, to varying degrees, facilitates that task by 
providing the evidence that the organism requires. However, 
learning is also dependent on interaction in another sense, tor 
it is participation in conversation that provides learners with 
Opportunities to construct and test their representation of 
language, both as system and as resource. 

As educators, we are concerned with the characteristics of 
both learners and their environments. But most particularly 
we are concerned with the way in which learners and 
environments interact, for it is in that interaction that we, 
as parents and teachers, can best help children to realise 
their linguistic and intellectual potential by adopting a 
conversational style that maximises their opportunities for 
learning. 

In the remainder of this paper, therefore, I shall review 
some of the evidence that is becoming available on adults’ 
styles of interaction in the settings of home and school, and 
on the influences that these styles have on children’s learning. 
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Styles of interaction in the home 


The literature on the input to language learners is now quite 
extensive (cf. Snow (1977) and Wells and Robinson (1982) 
for reviews), almost all of it showing that adults systematical- 
ly adjust their speech when talking with young children. 
Initially, the main aim of this research was to demonstrate the 
inaccuracy of Chomsky’s characterisation of the input as 
‘random and degenerate’ but, more recently, attempts have 
been made to show that particular features of this register 
actually facilitate the learner’s task. Typically, discussion of 
the various features and their potential facilitation has been 
conducted in terms of the different linguistic levels involved: 
syntax, semantics and pragmatics. But, to date, no consensus 
has emerged about which is the most important. 

In the light of the preceding discussion, however, I wish to 
suggest an alternative classification: one which is based on the 
intentions — albeit not necessarily conscious — that adults 
might have in modifying their speech in particular ways when 
talking to children. First, we can distinguish modifications 
that facilitate the child’s access to the organisation of the 
language system: features such as simplicity of structure, 
well-formedness, clarity of pronunciation etc. Second, there 
are adjustments that have as their goal the achievement of 
mutual comprehension and, in 


particular, the adult’s 
understanding of the child’s intention. These are seen in the 
repetitions, checks, and expans 
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to the child’s or to joint activities; and responding to the 
child’s utterances with extensions, which both confirm the 
acceptability of his or her contribution and help them to 
pursue the topic further. Finally, in contrast to the previous 
characteristics, there are modifications which seem to have a 
more didactic function: corrections, display questions and a 
tendency on the part of the adult to initiate a high proportion 
of topics, and to pursue them at the expense of the topics that 
the child might wish to introduce. f 

Considered in these terms, the results of the various studies 
are more consistent. Features of the first type are almost 
universally found in adult speech to children, but in general 
they are not found to be associated with variation in the 
children’s rate of learning (Newport, Gleitman and Gleitman, 
1977; Cross, 1978; Ellis, 1978). As we have argued elsewhere 
(Wells and Robinson, 1982), however, this should not be 
taken as evidence against the facilitating effect of an input 
containing clear, well-formed examples of the target language 
at an appropriate level of complexity. In the first place, the 
lack of significant correlations with regard to this group of 
features may result from the limited variance observed in 
most studies: apparently all adults make such adjustments 
when speaking to young children. Second, it is not absolute 
simplicity that is helpful in the input, but rather a tuning of 
the degree of complexity to the child’s stage of development 
and to the on-going demands of the conversation. 

Of the remaining three types of modification, it is the first 
and second which have been found to be associated with 
children’s differential rates of progress (Cross, 1978; Ellis, 
1978). In our own most recent study, which included features 
corresponding to all three hypothesised intentions, significant 
positive correlations were found between accelerated 
development and a high frequency of expansions, extensions 
and references to joint activities, whilst features correspond- 
ing to a didactic intention showed either no correlation or a 


trend towards a negative association (Barnes et al., 1983; 
Wells, 1985) 
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From the interactional perspective outlined above, this is 
what would be expected. Conversation is by its nature 
collaborative, depending on the establishment and mainte- 
nance of inter-subjectivity. Where one of the participants is 
less skilled in shaping and placing his or her contributions 
towards the joint construction of conversational meaning, 
strategies employed by the more mature participant which 
enable the novice to participate more fully will lead to 
conversations that are more mutually rewarding. This in turn 
will increase the child’s motivation both to engage in further 
communication and to discover the means for realising his or 
her communicative intentions more adequately. 


Styles of interaction in the classroom 


At home, then, children are active learners, constructing their 
knowledge of language from their experience of language in 
use. And as they learn their native language, they also use 
language to learn other things. There is no curriculum, of 
course, Most of the learning that occurs does so spontaneous- 
ly, as problems arise in everyday activities and are resolved, 
often with the help of an adult, who provides an additional 
resource of skill and knowledge. 

Then at about the age of 5 years, children go to school, 
making a transition to a social environment which is very 
different from that of the home. Two factors in particular are 
responsible for the difference: first, the large number of 
children assigned to the care of a single adult and, second, the 
curricular aims which provide the framework for most of the 
activities that take place. Some ‘culture shock’ is inevitable 
but, ideally, one would hope to see every effort made to ease 
the transition. Opportunities for interaction with an adult 
will of necessity be reduced but, when they do occur, one 
would hope that, with the benefit of professional training, 
teachers would ensure these opportunities were at least as 
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enabling as those that occur at home. Indeed, some educa- 
tional theorists have claimed that, by comparison with many 
(particularly lower-class) homes, schools provide a much 
richer language environment, which can provide compens- 
ation for earlier linguistic deprivation. 

Is this in fact the case? Both Tizard (Tizard et al., 1980) and 
Wood (Wood, McMahon and Cranstoun, 1980) have cast 
some doubt on this rosy view of the linguistic opportunities 
provided in nursery schools, but there has been no compara- 
ble study of infant schools in Britain. So, during the last two 
years, we have made a systematic comparison of the language 
experience of 32 five year olds, as they made the transition 
from home to school. 

The children were selected from the representative sample 
studied in a previous phase of the Bristol Language Develop- 
ment Project and included an equal number of boys and girls 
drawn from the full range of family backgrounds. Recordings 
of spontaneous interaction were made, first at home a few 
weeks before starting school, and then in the classroom after 
approximately six weeks at school. In both settings nine 
5-minute samples were recorded at 20-minute intervals 
between 9 a.m. and 12 noon, using a radio-microphone. No 
observer was present during the home observations but, for 
technical reasons, it was found necessary to have an observer 
in the classroom and, this being so, it was decided to 
introduce a video-recorder as well. However, probably 
because of the demonstration that preceded the classroom 
observations, the children completely ignored the researchers 
and their equipment, and there were no grounds for doubting 
the naturalness of their behaviour. The teachers, t00, 
although undoubtedly aware of the presence of the resear- 
chers, gave no evidence of departing from their usual 
classroom routines. Presumably if they did modify their 
behaviour it was in the direction of approximating more 
closely to their own beliefs about what constitutes good 
teaching. 


Unfortunately, some recorded samples were lost because 
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the children were outside in the playground or on excursions 
from the home, so when the recordings had been transcribed 
seven samples only were picked for analysis, a random 
procedure being used to make the selection where more than 
seven had been recorded. Every utterance was then coded 
with respect to the following categories: context of activity, 
speaker and addressee, communicative function, semantic 
content, temporal reference, syntactic complexity and in- 
corporation (i.e. nature of the relationship with preceding 
utterances — this category was coded on adult utterances 
only). Coding was carried out by three coders, each child’s 
home and school observations being coded by the same 
person. Inter-coder reliability ranged between 84 per cent and 
89 per cent. Frequencies were then computed across contexts 
for each category in each observation and, for all adult-child 
interaction, a first-level comparison was made between the 
two settings of home and school, using the Z ratio of the 
difference between means. Subsequently, a three-way analysis 
of variance was carried out to investigate the relationship 
between setting, sex and class of family background. 

As can be seen from table 2.1, the results of the first 
analysis are clear-cut and systematic. Compared with their 
experience at home, children at school play a much less active 
role in conversation. They initiate fewer interactions and 
fewer exchanges, ask fewer questions and make fewer 
requests. Their utterances are syntactically simpler, contain a 
narrower range of semantic content, and less frequently refer 
outside the here-and-now. Indeed, almost half their utter- 
ances are elliptical or moodless, often being minimal 
responses to requests for display. On the other hand, when 
contrasted with parents, teachers dominate conversation, 
initiating the majority of interactions and exchanges, 
predominantly through requests, questions and requests for 
display. They are also more than twice as likely to develop 
their own meanings as they are to extend those contributed 
by children, this ratio being almost the exact opposite of that 


found in the speech of parents. 
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Table 2.1 Comparison of adult-child conversation at home 


Significance 
level of 
Home School difference 
Absolute values 
Mean no. of child utterances to adults 122.0 45.0 p < 0.001 
Mean no. of adult utterances to child 152.7 128.7 ns 
Mean no. of child turns Per interaction 4.1 2.5 p<0.001 
Mean child syntactic complexity 31 24 p<0,001 
Mean adult syntactic complexity 35 43 p< 0.001 
Mean no. of Categories of semantic 
content in child speech ° 15.5 79 p-s0:001 
Proportional values (percentages, child) 
Initiation of interaction 63.6 23.0 p<0.001 
Exchange-initiating utterances 70.2 43.8 p< 0.001 
Complete statements 31:2 28.0 nis. 
Questions 12.7. 40 p<0.001 
Requests 14.3 10.4 p< 0.05 
Elliptical or moodless utterances 29.4 494 p< 0.001 
Utterances in text-contingent 
exchanges 94 63 p<.0:10 
References to non-present time 91 64 p<0.05 
Proportional values (percentages, adult) 
Exchange-initiating utterances 59.9 78.7 p<0.001 
Complete statements 26.2 24.5 nus. 
Questions 143 20.2 p<0.01 
Requests 22.5 34.1 p< 0.001 
Elliptical utterances 37 58 mS 
Requests for display 21 142 p=<0001 
Extending child’s meaning 33:5 171 p< 000] 
Developing adult’s Meaning 19.3 38.6 p<0.001 


* For this comparison only, n = 16, 
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In sum, compared with homes, schools provide a 
significantly reduced opportunity for children to learn 
through talk with an adult, and in those conversations that do 
occur, children find themselves forced into the respondent 
role, their contributions for the most part only being valued if 
they contribute to the teacher’s predetermined line of 
thought. The result is that they make less use of their 
linguistic resources than they do at home and have less 
opportunity to extend those they already possess, except 
perhaps in relation to the specific vocabulary associated with 
the tasks they are required to perform. 

These results, confirming as they do those of Tizard et al. 
(1980) and Wood, McMahon and Cranstoun (1980) in 
relation to the nursery, must make us question the claims that 
schools provide a linguistically rich environment, able to 
provide compensation for children believed to be linguistical- 
ly deprived at home. However, the results of the analysis of 
variance, like those of Tizard et al. (1980), produced little 
evidence that there really is a substantial difference between 
homes of different social classes in the quality of interaction 
that children experience with their parents. For only one 
variable was there a significant main effect: lower class 
children asked more questions than middle-class children, 
both at home and at school (F = 6.47, p<0.05). It appears, 
therefore, that there are very few homes that do not provide 
richer opportunities than are found at school for learning 
through interaction with adults. 


Schools as environments for learning 


The reasons for this situation are not far to seek. Teachers 
may give their verbal assent to such precepts as the need to 
‘start where the child is’ and to “ndividualise children’s 
learning’. But under the increasing pressures imposed by 
larger classes, dwindling resources and the relentless demand 
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for accountability, they find themselves adopting styles of 
classroom management that militate against the achievement 
of the aims they claim to espouse. : 

Of all these pressures, perhaps the most insidious is the 
emphasis on standardising the curriculum to ensure that all 
pupils master the basic skills. Clearly, it is highly desirable 
that every pupil should become literate and numerate and be 
conversant with certain basic facts about his or her social and 
physical environment. But these skills are only of value when 
they are integrated with the purposes and interests that the 
learner brings from outside the classroom. As Barnes (1976) 
puts it, to be useful, school knowledge must be converted into 
action knowledge. 

Too often, however, the current concern with curriculum 
takes little account of what individual pupils bring to the tasks 
they are required to perform, concentrating instead on the 
specification of structured and graded teaching steps that will 
help to ensure that all pupils progress in a predetermined 
sequence towards a predetermined goal. The result is, as we 
have seen, a tendency towards a teacher-dominated style of 
interaction, in which children are placed in the passive role of 
respondents, obliged to accept the teacher’s definition of what 
is considered relevant. 

This is very different from the situation that obtains in the 
early stages of language learning. There, it was argued, the 
child is actively involved in the construction of knowledge, 
learning from others through the collaborative making of 
meaning. Although the emphasis gradually changes, as the 
child gets older, from learning the language system to using 
language as a resource to learn about other things, there is no 
reason to believe that there is an abrupt change at the point of 
entry to school in the learning strategies that the child 
employs, or in the characteristics of adult behaviour that 
provide the most help. 

Apart from direct experience, talk with adults continues to 
be, potentially, the child’s richest source of information about 
the world he or she lives in. Conversation can also provide 
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them with one of the most effective means for trying out ideas 
and modifying them in the light of the feedback received. Of 
course, for conversation to provide opportunities for learning 
in this way, children must be encouraged to continue to be 
active participants, initiating talk about topics that interest 
them, asking questions and expressing their opinions. And 
the adults with whom they interact must continue to be 
interested in what they have to say, more concerned to 
answer questions and to sustain and extend their interests 
than to tell them what the adults think they ought to know 
and then to check that they can remember what they were 
told (Wood, 1983). 

Our observations of 5-year-old children have shown us 
that, compared with parents, teachers are not very successful 
in fulfilling these requirements. Part of the reason for this is to 
be found in the constraints imposed by agencies outside the 
classroom. But part, I would suggest, is to be found in the 
conception that teachers have of what it is to be a teacher and 
that, in turn, depends on what they believe about the way in 
which children learn. 

Some of the things that children need to learn can no doubt 
be mastered by drill and practice under the control of a 
teacher. But the argument of this paper has been that the most 
effective learning occurs when the child is allowed to take a 
more active role in the process. We need to see teaching, 
therefore, not as the transmission of pre-existing knowledge 
to passive recipients, but rather as the provision of opportuni- 
ties for children to continue to exercise their in-built drive 
actively to make sense of their experience and, thereby, to 
gain understanding of, and control over, the world in which 
they live. Of course we shall want to ensure that their learning 
becomes more systematic and that their horizons are widened 
to encompass ways of thinking which they would not 
encounter if left to their own devices. But the aim must be to 
do this in a manner which allows scope for each individual 
child to share in the responsibility for initiating and carrying 
out the tasks through which learning takes place. In an 
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important sense, therefore, teaching is best thought of as the 
guiding and facilitating of learning, and the style of interac- 
tion called for is one in which there is reciprocity and 
collaboration in the making of meaning. 


Notes 


An earlier version of this chapter was presented at the Third Language and 
Language Acquisition Conference, ‘Pragmatics and Education’, held in 
Ghent, Belgium in March, 1983. 

The research is funded by the Social Science Research Council (SSRC) 
and the Nuffield Foundation, whose support is gratefully acknowledged. 
(For fuller details of the research and methodology see Wells 1981, 1982.) 
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Cognitive processes in reading and 
spelling 
Geoffrey and Jean Underwood 


Skilled reading depends upon a flexibility in the application of 
component subskills, and so it is with all skills. A chess Grand 
Master is aware not only of the current state of the board but 
of past positions and of the probability of any future move. 
He or she does not need to look ponderously at each piece on 
the board to be sure whether it is a pawn or a king. Pieces are 
not seen only as individuals, but also as parts of larger 
patterns. The movement of certain pieces is anticipated, and 
sequences of movements integrated into overall impressions 
of the progress of the game. Perhaps the most important 
characteristic of an expert chess player, however, is flexibility 
when uncertainty arises. When expectations are violated, 
recognition of the new position must be accurate, and the new 
pattern of relationships analysed. In terms of the principles 
involved, we could be talking here about playing chess or 
reading a page of text. For the beginning reader uncertainty 
will occur over the identity of individual letters and words, 
but the flexible interaction of different sources of information 
will help solve recognition problems. Flexibility of process 1s 
a characteristic of individual development, and is a main 
theme of this chapter. The second theme concerns the 
importance of developing automatic word-recognition skills 
so that attention can be released for comprehension calcula- 
tions. 
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_ The discussion is biased towards the cognitive processes 
involved during reading, with spelling considered as an 
adjunct which uses (and misuses) some of the same processes. 
This bias is partly by design, and partly a reflection of the 
amount of research conducted upon the two activities. 
Another bias is in the emphasis on recognition processes, 
rather than linguistic and comprehension ones. A number of 
sources of research reviewed here suggest that the major 
differences between good and poor readers of all ages are in 
word-decoding processes, and that the surest way of improv- 
ing an individual’s reading ability is to improve their sight 
vocabulary. With these biases declared, the discussion starts 
by setting reading into the general theoretical context of the 
flow of information through an individual’s cognitive proces- 
Ses. 


Reading as an information processing skill 


Models of those cognitive processes involved in reading and 
spelling emphasise the available sources of information, and 
the related transformational processes necessary to convert a 
visual symbol into a spoken utterance or an understanding of 
an idea. We shall preface our discussion with a few remarks 
about the nature of information and about the transforma- 
tions which are undertaken in the mind of the skilled reader. 
This analysis of cognitive processes will proceed by reference 
to differences between skilled and unskilled readers, not 
because our main concern is with disability, but because 
individual differences serve to illustrate the nature of ability. 

Text can be described technically as information, in that 
information is that which eliminates uncertainty. As infor- 
mation is extracted from the page the reader becomes less 
uncertain about the letters, words and meanings which it 
contains. In the course of understanding print, the reader may 
be said to process or transform the information from a visual 
code to a semantic code. When reading aloud, for instance, a 
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visual analysis will be followed by a transformation into a 
sound-based code, and the process in this case may involve 
the application of grapheme-to-phoneme correspondence 
(GPC) rules. These are the formal rules by which the 
graphemes which form words are translated into the code 
used for pronunciation. The graphemes themselves are 
individual letters or small groups of letters such as ‘b’, ‘ou’, 
and ‘ght’, and when we can identify these graphemes and then 
pronounce them together as the sound represented by /bo:t/ 
(which rhymes with ‘port’), we can be said to have used the 
GPC rules. Applying the rules to information available in a 
graphemic code will result in processing into a phonological 
code. In this case, ‘application of the GPC rules’ is a cognitive 
process, and we can determine the extent to which skilled 
readers use this process by experiments that manipulate 
words which do and do not obey the rules. In the case of 
spelling, the transformation is from the spoken code for a 
word to the graphemic code, and the process selected can 
similarly render a correct or incorrect code. In describing 
reading as an information-processing skill it is necessary to 
identify the sources of information and the cognitive proces- 
ses applied to that information, and to indicate how these 
sources and processes vary as the skill develops. First we shall 
outline the implications of describing reading as a skill. 


Component subskills in reading and spelling 


A characteristic feature of any skill is a hierarchical organis- 
ation of component subskills. The skill of writing comprises 
components which include an ability to hold the pen or 
pencil, an ability to form letters of the alphabet and to join 
them into recognisable words and sentences, and so on. It is 
necessary to learn each of these activities in order to be able to 
write, and this learning process occurs only with practice. 
During learning, and particularly during the early stages of 
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learning, writers will need to think continuously about their 
movements and about the response of the pen to those 
movements, When they know how the pen will respond they 
no longer need to think about it, and will eventually be 
unaware of skilful minor corrective movements. The activity 
will then become flexible, in that performance will be 
unaffected by differences between writing instruments and 
between writing surfaces. The component subskills can then 
be described as being automatised — the movements occur as 
the position of the pen demands them, without the writer 
having consciously to calculate them. Control of the activity 
will have then passed from the awareness of the performer 
and attention will be released for higher-level activities. In the 
case of writing these might include grammatical style and the 
choice of a topic of composition. The skill can be described as 
a group of inter-related subskills which do not require 
moment-by-moment attention, and this is also an appropriate 
description of skilled reading. These notions of the automatis- 
ation of processes which no longer require close monitoring 
are described in more detail in Underwood (1982), but for the 
present purposes it is sufficient to note that attention can only 
be devoted to higher-level activities, such as comprehension, 
when lower-level activities have become skilled through 
practice, 

The subskills themselves are not the purpose of the activity, 
but they must be developed to serve the needs of the 
higher-level complex activity. The higher-level activity itself 
can, of course, become automatised, and whereas in the case 
of skills such as riding a bicycle or tying shoelaces this is 
advantageous, when it happens to writing or reading the 


consequences are unfortunate. Automatised writing — wrung 


while one’s thoughts are elsewhere — is relatively rare. 
Automatised reading is something that most of us have 
experienced, however. When the components are well- 
practised, control passes to a higher level of organisation, and 
with reading, as we shall be arguing later, the highest level is 
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the integration of word meanings in a comprehension 
‘calculation’. If we choose not to attend to the higher-level 
activity during cycling we simply do not notice our surround- 
ings and may take an incorrect route. The equivalent during 
reading is having our eyes arrive at the bottom of the page 
without the slightest understanding of what the author had 
intended. This is not a failure to understand resulting from 
the difficulty of the material, but from attention being on 
matters other than the content of the text. If we daydream 
while going through the motions of reading we can still 
recognise words, and perhaps even convince ourselves that we 
are reading. The letters and words will be recognised — they 
are handled by automatised component subskills — but the 
meanings of the words are not assembled into the ideas which 
the author has attempted to express. This is an activity which 
cannot become automatised, and unless the reader’s attention 
is directed towards the underlying meanings of sentences the 
author’s ideas cannot be calculated. Briefly, this is because 
automatisation depends upon practice at performances which 
do not vary, whereas the underlying meanings of sentences 
are very rarely the same. Words almost always have constant 
meaning, for without this property they would have little use. 
Once words are grouped together in sentences, however, 4 
range of ideas are conveyed, and this depends upon the 
combinations and juxtapositions of those words. 

Having described the assumptions of the approach, we 
shall now describe the cognitive processes necessary for 
skilled reading and spelling, emphasising the subskills 


involved in word recognition, anticipation, and integration. 


Decoding processes in single word recognition and 
production 


The recognition of a word during reading is the process by 
which a purely visual stimulus is understood as the symbol 
for a specific meaning. The problem for beginning readers 1S 
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to decode the visual symbols into a form which can be 
recognised, for it is only then that they will be able to bring 
previously gained knowledge to bear upon the meaning of the 
text. 

Suppose you are reading in poor light, and that you glance 
at a word for long enough to identify the letters ‘commesce’. 
The £ represents an unidentified letter, so is the word 
commence’ or ‘commerce’? Careful inspection of the doubt- 
ful letter will allow the use of further visual information, and 
the difference between the ‘n’ and the ‘r’ will permit final 
word recognition. In this case, visual information will have 
been used as the basis of a decision, and a decision is necessary 
because English orthography allows one of two letters in this 
Position in our target word. If the letters ‘commencé’ had 
been identified, then the remaining letter would not be in 
doubt, at least for the skilled reader. Orthographic knowledge 
would combine with extracted visual information to allow 
only one completion, and so the identification of further 
visual features would be redundant. 

The use of this example does not condone the parody of 
reading as ‘guessing’. As Goodman (1976) and Smith (1978) 
have pointed out, information is richly available on the 
printed page, and there are a number of ways of determining 
the identity of a letter or word. The skilled reader does not 
guess so much as eliminate alternatives by the most efficient 
route. As more alternatives are rejected, the value of the 
information increases. In this description of text as infor- 
mation, it is necessary to describe the features which are used 
in deciding what meanings are being conveyed. 

Visual information does not only come in the form of 
specific letter identification. If the unidentified letters had 
been ‘shar€’? then a number of words could have been 
presented. However, if the overall shape of the word had 
indicated a descending letter in the terminal position, then 
only one common word is possible. Shape information alone 
is only occasionally sufficient to identify a word, but in 
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conjunction both with other information and with orthog- 
raphic knowledge, it can be useful. Skilled readers are 
disturbed when word shape is eliminated as a cue, especially 
when cAsE iS aLtErNaTeD. When words are printed in 
upper-case letters alone they have reduced shape information, 
and are more difficult to recognise than those printed in 
lower-case. When they are put into the context of a congruent 
sentence, however, this disadvantage is reduced (Underwood 
and Bargh, 1982), suggesting that two sources of information, 
context and word shape, can be used in combination by 
practised readers, 

The grammatical and semantic context of presentation of a 
word is often sufficient to identify words, and in the context: 


The deep sea fisherman found a shar£ 
there is no uncertainty, unless the sentence continues, as in: 
The deep sea fisherman found a sharf knife. 


In the second sentence, which has a grain of ambiguity, 
grammar and meaning do not provide sufficient information 
for us to neglect the visual analysis. As the environment of A 
letter changes, so will the processes necessary for its analysis. 
The flexibility of reliance upon different sources of infor- 
mation is the hallmark of the successful reader. 

How is the visual form of a word decoded into 4 
meaningful token, and how are these tokens recoded into 
their visual forms during writing? Two component subskills, 
both involving relationships between print and meaning, are 
important in both reading and spelling. These subskills are (a) 
the analysis of visual patterns, and (b) the conversion of the 
written form of a word into a phonological form. These two 
Processes are implemented in reading as word recognition via 
a purely graphemic route or via a phonological route, and 
they are also implemented as spelling by reliance upon visual 
pattern and by reliance upon phonetic pattern. 
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An appreciation of orthographic knowledge 


There are, as we have already suggested, a number of sources 
of information available to the skilled reader. In addition to a 
simple visual analysis of the print, we can use our knowledge 
of orthography to guide this analysis. Letters regularly occur 
in certain combinations and positions with, for example, the 
letter Q always being followed by U, and a number of letters 
rarely appearing at the end of a word (e.g., J, V). Orthog- 
raphic content is estimated by a tedious but accurate 
procedure by which a count is made of the number of times 
each letter appears in each position in a word of specific 
length. The letter O, for instance, does not occur very often as 
the final letter in a four letter word, but is common as the 
second letter. A word with letters in uncommon positions is 
regarded as having low orthographic redundancy, and this is 
sometimes described as low spatial redundancy. (Counts can 
be made of the occurrence of individual letters in specific 
word positions, and of pairs or triplets of letters, when 
estimating the spatial redundancy of a word.) Words such as 
‘card’ and ‘basket’ have a higher spatial redundancy than 
words such as ‘also’ and ‘action’. Experimental data show that 
skilled readers readily use their orthographic knowledge 
when processing words. In a very simple study of the use 
made of orthographic knowledge, Mason (1978) had adult 
readers name words or novel strings of letters forming 
‘nonwords’ which varied in orthographic redundancy. It was 
found that words were named faster (i.e., the task was easier) 
when they had high spatial redundancy, and the same was 
true for nonsense nonwords created specifically for the 
experiment (e.g., ‘cird’ and ‘bosket’, in contrast with “ilso’ and 
‘abtion’). 

A further result fro 
flexibility in the use of di 
readers of differing ability, i 
could use one source of informatio 
effects of another source, whereas uns 


m Mason’s experiment, involving a 
fferent sources of information in 
is also of interest. Skilled adults 
n to offset the adverse 


killed adults showed 
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cumulative adverse effects. Long, easy nonwords gained 
responses from the skilled readers which were no slower than 
those to short, difficult nonwords. For the poorer reader, 
however, increasing the word length always slowed the 
response time, with little assistance from the orthography. It 
is also of significance that Mason’s effects were most apparent 
with novel strings of letters. Increasing the number of letters 
and decreasing the orthographic redundancy both served to 
make nonwords harder to pronounce, but this effect was less 
noticeable with true words. The nonwords should be thought 
of as new words, previously unencountered, and as letter- 
strings which could be words. The pronunciation of words 
was relatively unaffected by Mason’s manipulations, possibly 
because skilled readers are able to use a variety of pronunci- 
ation strategies. For example, Glushko (1979) suggests that 
words are pronounced ‘by analogy’ with similar words - 
when deciding how to pronounce the letter-string ‘fomily’, 
comparison would be made with words of similar orth- 
ography. Indeed, in Mason’s experiment, the skilled readers 
showed smaller overall response time differences between 
words and nonwords. When faced with familiar letter-strings 
in novel combinations, skilled readers perform better than 
less skilled readers, 


Using the internal lexicon 


An orthographic analysis is not the only way of recognising 
and pronouncing a string of letters. Words might also gain 
easier pronunciation as a result of having meanings. These 
meanings are considered to be organised in a cognitive system 
equivalent to a word memory or internal dictionary, which 1s 
called the lexicon, (It turns out that there may be a number of 
lexicons used by the skilled reader — for input and output 
processing, and for input of words by sight or sound — but for 
our purposes it is sufficient to talk of the lexicon as the store 
of word meanings. The discussion by Morton (1980) provides 
an advanced treatment of this notion of multiple lexicons.) 
The internal lexicon is the store of word memories, and for 
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every word we can recognise there exists an entry in our 
personal lexicon. Some words occur in natural language more 
often than others, and these high-frequency words are 
recognised more readily than others, according to a number 
of measures. A thorough review of this literature, by 
Jastrzembski (1981), discusses the implications of the effects 
of frequency and number of meanings for this model of an 
internal lexicon. The lexicon notion explains the word 
frequency phenomenon by assuming that each entry has a 
threshold for recognition, and that recognition occurs only 
when sufficient data have been collected about the word for 
this threshold to be exceeded. When we know what a printed 
word is, we may be said to have collected data about it from 
the page. Some words have more stringent thresholds than 
others, and therefore require the collection of more data 
before we can be sure what we have seen. On the other hand, 
very common words are easily recognised — their lexical 
representations indicate recognition with the use of less data. 
Thresholds are not fixed, of course, and will vary greatly 
during the course of a lifetime. (How easily are the words 
‘micro? and ‘monetarism’ recognised in contemporary 
society, in contrast with their usage five or ten years ago?) 
If the visual pattern on the page could contact the lexicon 
directly, without an intermediate orthographic analysis or 
GPC-decoding process, then the reader could pronounce the 
word on the basis of knowledge stored in the lexicon. The 
rules of pronunciation would not be available before recogni- 
tion of the word and its meaning, unlike the GPC- 
Pronunciation strategy. The GPC strategy 1s particularly 
useful when we need to pronounce unusual words such as 
‘tachistoscope’ — words which are 
slightly unfamiliar visually, and which may have a weak 
lexical representation. There are certain words which cannot 
be pronounced using the GPC route, however, and these are 
words with irregular grapheme-to-phoneme correspond- 
ences. Words such as ‘both’, ‘pint’, and ‘steak’ become 
unrecognisable if pronounced according to the GPC rules 


‘leonine’, ‘potamic’, or 
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(they would rhyme with ‘moth’, ‘mint’, and ‘meek’), and 
irregular words such as ‘bread’, ‘come’, and ‘wild’ actually 
become different words when pronounced according to these 
rules (i.e., ‘breed’, ‘comb’, and ‘willed’). Knowing when not 
to apply the rules is clearly an important skill to acquire. 
Some words cannot be pronounced at all until their meaning 
has been recognised. These are the homographs such as 
‘invalid’, ‘refuse’, and of course ‘read’, which have the same 
orthographic structure to represent a number of meanings. 
Each meaning has its own pronunciation, and so the lexicon 
must be consulted before the appropriate pronunciation can 
be construed. The correct meaning is presumably determined 
by using the semantic context of the sentence containing the 
homograph, but problems can still arise. Try reading the 
following passage aloud before continuing with the discus- 
sion. How does it make sense? 


There were neat and silent arrangements of column upon 
column of eager soldiers. Rows in the beer tent were 
quickly suppressed by the militia. The loud arguments 
were about short measures. 


Of course, the ambiguous ‘rows’ could be interpreted either 
way in this example, but the most parsimonious reading is in 
the context of ‘arguments’. One meaning is biased by the 
proximity of ‘column’, but whichever meaning is selected its 
pronunciation will depend upon interpretation, rather than 
precede it. The rules for pronunciation are therefore not 
necessarily used prior to the generation of possible meanings. 
It can be argued, it must be admitted, that when we come 
across one of these heterophonic homographs we generate all 
possible pronunciations before accessing the lexicon, and 
select the appropriate pronunciation on the basis of the 
derived meaning. Not only would this be inefficient and 
therefore slow, but introspection suggests that only rarely do 
we consciously ponder the pronunciations of words. 

A further problem in relying upon GPC rules for lexical 
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access is encountered when we attempt to read words which 
are homophones. Some words sound like other words, even 
though they are orthographically dissimilar — an example 
would be the series ‘seas’, ‘sees’, and ‘seize’, all of which are 
pronounced as /se:z/ and rhyme with ‘please’. If the 
phonological code of a homophone is used to access the 
lexicon, without reference to the spelling, then the wrong 
word could easily be identified. Even when we use the GPC 
rules this must be in conjunction with a maintained orthog- 
raphic code of the word being processed. 

So far, we have discussed ways in which different kinds of 
words may be pronounced using a range of cognitive 
processes. Words which are orthographically regular have at 
least three routes: the GPC route which uses orthographic 
components to derive their phonological correlates; the 
lexical route which uses the visual representation of the word 
to access meaning before generating the pronunciation; and 
Glushko’s (1979) ‘analogy’ route whereby words can be 
pronounced in the same way as their orthographic associates. 
Orthographically irregular words cannot use the GPC route, 
and will fail by the analogy route if there is a mismatch 
between the regularity of the word and its associate (if you 
don’t know how to pronounce ‘have’, you shouldn’t try 
matching it with ‘save’). The use of these routes can be 
demonstrated in simple laboratory experiments which 
measure the time taken to start pronouncing single words. 
Orthographically ` irregular words are pronounced more 
slowly than regular words (Baron and Strawson, 1976; 
Underwood and Bargh, 1982), indicating that they are treated 
differently in some way when they are read. The pronunci- 
ation of nonwords such as ‘nouch’ can be biased by the earlier 
presentation of either ‘touch’ or ‘couch’ (Kay and Marcel, 
1981), suggesting that the analogy route can be used on 
occasions, When new words are encountered, either the GPC 
route or the analogy route may be used, but given the 
inconsistencies of English, neither route will ensure the 


correct pronunciation. 
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Using the GPC rules in reading and spelling 


Given the variety of strategies available to us for the 
Pronunciation of words, it is not surprising that there are 
marked individual differences in the ways in which skilled 
readers respond to different kinds of words. Baron and 
Strawson (1976) reported on the ways in which regular and 
irregular words were processed by two general groups whom 
they called ‘Chinese’ and ‘Phoenician’ readers. Individuals 
who preferred the Chinese strategy are characterised as those 
who recognise words as wholes, and who would use lexical 
knowledge when checking spellings. The Phoenicians on the 
other hand have a good knowledge of the GPC rules and 
would use their othographic knowledge when looking for 
incorrect spellings. Adults were allocated to one of these two 
groups by a pair of tests which determined both GPC 
familiarity and spelling ability before they were asked to 
pronounce lists of regular or irregular words. A clear result 
showed that it was the Phoenician readers who were most 
vulnerable to the presence of irregular words. If an individual 
relies upon word-decoding skills and spelling-to-sound cor- 
respondences when reading, then the appearance of words 
which disobey the GPC rules will cause disruption. Indi- 
viduals who use the lexical route for word recognition will 
not suffer this interference, but they will not necessarily be 
able to determine that a spelling is incorrect provided that the 
word sounds acceptable. 

The adult reader’s use of a repertoire of cognitive processes 
reflects the different occasions on which words are encoun- 
tered, and the different kinds of words which exist in English 
orthography. If the three routes are to be made available to a 
beginning reader then two main types of skills will be 
required — those involving the application of the GPC rules, 
and the use of an extensive sight vocabulary. Skills depend for 
their application upon knowledge, and there is no substitute 
for practice in the development of a skill. Knowledge of the 
GPC rules, and a familiarity with the shapes of letters and 
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words, are both essential. Dogmatic training techniques using 
only phonics or only sight vocabulary will result in restricted 
flexibility, and the processing of new or unfamiliar words will 
be impeded. Because the GPC route imposes a stage of 
processing between the visual analysis and the lexicon, it is 
necessarily slower in use than the direct lexical route. It is 
certainly used, however, and there are some indications that 
the acquisition of reading skills is associated with the 
appreciation of GPCs. 

In a demonstration of the use of phonological coding, 
Barron (1978) had 11 year old and 12 year old children make 
yes/no decisions about the lexical status of letter-strings. In 
this ‘lexical decision task’ words gain a ‘yes’ response and 
nonwords a ‘no’, It is a well-established phenomenon that 
nonwords which sound like actual words (known as ‘pseudo- 
homophones’) tend to gain slower responses than those 
which look as if they may be words, but do not sound like 
any. Slower decisions are made to nonwords such as ‘burd’ 
and ‘phace’ rather than those like ‘deve’ and ‘slist’, even 
though all four are word-like and could conceivably be 
words. It is important to note that all four can be pro- 
nounced, even though the lexical decision task does not 
require pronunciation, and is usually conducted in silence 
using finger response buttons. This effect can only arise if the 
nonwords are being transformed into a phonological code 
before lexical access is attempted. When the phonological 
code of ‘phace’ meets the entry for ‘face’ in the lexicon, a 
delay is imposed while the spelling is checked before 
initiation of the ‘no’ response. The appearance of the 
pseudohomophone effect is an indication of the application of 
the GPC rules to the letter-string as part of the processing 
strategy in this task. Barron found that pseudohomophones, 
unlike other nonwords, impaired the performance of good 
readers more than that of poor readers. The association 
between reading skill and the use of the GPC route was 
confirmed by a negative correlation between the time taken to 
pronounce a list of words and the size of the pseudo- 
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homophone impairment: the more skilled children gave a 
greater indication of being slowed down by the appearance of 
nonwords which sounded like words. It should perhaps be 
noted, however, that the advantage for phonological coding is 
not always shown by good readers. In experiments using 
British schoolchildren of the same age as Barron’s, selected 
according to similar criteria for being classified as ‘good’ or 
‘poor’ readers, we have found that on a variety of tasks the 
poorer readers do show an ability to use the phonological 
codes for printed words (Briggs and Underwood, 1982; 
Underwood and Briggs, 1984). 

The use of the direct route to the lexicon, the route which 
uses the visual code of the word to access its lexical 
representation, can be demonstrated in a number of ways- 
Our ability to recognise words which violate the spelling-to- 
sound rules is in itself a demonstration that we do not always 
use the GPC route; but a simple experiment can also serve 
this purpose. Barron and Baron (1977) had children of a 
variety of ages compare a word witha picture to make either a 
rhyming decision or a meaning decision. On some occasions 
they made a response if the word and picture name sounded 
similar; otherwise they decided whether the two stimuli were 
related in meaning. The children performed these tasks either 
silently or while engaging in a task designed to suppress their 
vocalisation of the word names. The task was to repeat the 
words ‘double, double, double’ over and over again, and it 
was used on the assumption that, while vocalising, judge- 
ments about words would not be made on the basis of their 
phonological codes. Vocalisation suppression interfered with 
rhyming judgements in the experiment, but there was little 
interference with the meaning-similarity task. This suggests 
that even young children can use the lexical route to access the 
meaning of a printed word. A more extensive experiment 
conducted by Kleiman (1975) confirms this result for skilled 
readers. Vocalisation suppression impaired rhyming judge- 
ments, but had a reduced effect upon meaning judgements 
and visual-similarity judgements. 
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Although words can be processed by a number of different 
routes, for skilled readers the lexical route is the most 
an Having no involvement with the GPC rules, it is a 

aster process, but it depends upon a large sight vocabulary. If 

the recognition skills are not well-developed, then the 
decoding process may have to take the more indirect route, 
employing the mediating phonological stage. There are other 
reasons for using the phonological code, either before or after 
word recognition has been obtained, and some which go 
towards explaining its extensive use include: 

1 allowing the generation of a memory of what has been 

read, 
2 imposing an intonation upon t 
comprehension, 
3 imposing an external control on the reader’s attention 
to help convert the two-dimensional spatial display of 
text into a form appreciated by our temporally one- 


dimensional conscious processes. 


he print in the service of 


however, the integration of words in 


his emphasises the importance of a 
depend upon the 


Unless we read quickly, 
the sentence will suffer. T 
large sight vocabulary which does not 
application of the GPC rules for recognition. Comprehension 
depends upon the reader’s ability to remember all the words 
in the sentence, and to integrate their meanings. The rapid 
recognition of word meanings will aid this process because 
earlier words will have had less opportunity for loss through 


forgetting. 


Individual differences in spelling processes 


Whereas word recognition is dependent upon a flexible use of 
a number of subskills, principally rapid visual processing and 
the selective use of phonological decoding as circumstances 
demand it, word production is more dependent upon the 
inflexible use of specific linguistic subskills. The orthography 

of course, and a 


of the written output should not vary, 
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reliance upon the phonological codes of words can be 
positively misleading. 

Poor spelling is often, but not always, associated with poor 
reading. Poor readers have a tendency to produce spelling 
errors which are non-phonological in that the sound structure 
of the intended word is not well represented in the error (see 
Camp and Dolcourt, 1977; Frith, 1979). Such errors may 
result from a failure to identify the appropriate grapheme 
(e.g., ‘whose’ — ‘hows’, and ‘straight’ — ‘strat’), or a failure 
to segment the appropriate phoneme correctly (e.g. ‘except’ 
— ‘exersept’, and ‘vehicle’ — ‘vercal’). At least some of these 
errors may be due in part to individual differences in dialect 
and incorrect pronunciation, but these four examples were 
produced in response to correctly spoken words in a spelling 
test. Learning to spell may well depend upon an ability to use 
phonological decoding strategies during reading, for the 
skilled use of the GPC rules will result in an awareness of the 
relationships between spelling and sound. An extensive use of 
these relationships will lead to an excess of spellings which are 
phonologically acceptable but orthographically incorrect. I 
we rely upon the sound of a word when attempting to spell, 
then errors will range from the gross ‘autograph’ > ‘out 
ergraff’ to the more subtle ‘honest’ — ‘onist’. Phonological 
spelling errors are often characteristic of good readers who 
are extending their use of the phonological strategy into an 
inappropriate task. Frith (1980) has suggested that these good 
readers attempt to ‘spell by ear’, in that they rely too heavily 
upon the phonological representations of words when it 15 
more appropriate to use orthographic rules with a purely 
visual spelling check. Their word-recognition skills are so 
finely developed that they may take insufficient notice O 
orthography while reading, and so develop poor memories of 
how words are constructed when it comes to spelling them. 
Perin (1983) has recently reported that good readers who are 
poor spellers have just as much of a problem with phonetic 
segmentation as do poor readers. In estimating the number of 
phonemes in spoken versions of words such as ‘autumn’ and 
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‘session’ both groups of poor spellers made more errors than 
a group of good spellers, regardless of whether or not they 
were good readers. This result can be interpreted in support 
of Frith’s contention, in that good readers who are poor 
spellers are those who do not have a good awareness of the 
relationships between sound and spelling. 


Anticipation in sentence processing 


The notion of an internal lexicon is particularly powerful in 
that it helps to explain many of the phenomena associated 
with word recognition. We have seen how the three strategies 
of recognition involve the lexicon in different ways, and 
differences in the processing of words can be best explained 
by reference to this notion. We have seen how entries in the 
internal lexicon can be more easily or less easily accessed 
according to whether they correspond to words which have a 
high or low frequency of occurrence in language. The ease of 
lexical access can also vary on a moment-to-moment basis as 
the context of the preceding sentence constrains the number 
of likely alternatives. Very common words, and particularly 
the short common words, are recognised so readily that we 
do not always look at them when reading text. It is all too 
easy to daydream while reading and thereby not recognise 
words which we are looking at, but it is also possible to 
recognise words which we are not looking at. The skipping of 
words during reading could result directly from rapid 
recognition of high-frequency words, or from the use of 
peripheral vision, but most likely from a combination of both 
of these factors. This section of the discussion concerns the 
use of sentence contexts in the reco n of words, and the 
way in which our eyes inspect some words in preference to 


others. 


gnitio 


When does context aid word recognition? 
he end of a sentenc 
hat same word presen 


e is considerably 


A word presented at t ae : 
ted in isolation. 


easier to recognise than t 
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This is one of the well-established results which Morton 
(1969) used in his influential model of the lexicon, which 
suggests that words become finally recognised when suf- 
ficient ‘data’ about them have been collected from the 
environment. The context provided by the sentence is 
considered by this model to be valuable as recognition data. 
The word itself provides visual data, of course, and the 
sentence provides contextual data which is of use only to 
individuals familiar with the syntax of the particular language 
in use. One might also predict that context would be of most 
use to individuals who have acquired rapid word-recognition 
skills and who can integrate word meanings rapidly. Such 
individuals, who would be described as good readers, are able 
to use the preceding context to reduce the number of possible 
words which could occur at the end of the sentence, making 
use of many sources of information and not relying exclusive- 
ly upon any one source. This is the popular view of reading 
suggested by Goodman (1976) and Smith (1978), but it has a 
serious flaw. The flaw was uncovered in a straightforward 
experiment reported by West and Stanovich in 1978, in which 
children of different ages recognised words presented in the 
context of a sentence. Children read incomplete sentences 
such as ‘the dog ran after the...’, and as they finished 
pronouncing the final word, which was always the word ‘the’, 
a completing word was presented. This word was also to be 
read aloud, and the time taken to start pronouncing it was 
recorded. In the case of the sentence above, the completing 
word was ‘cat’, but on other trials a poor completion such as 
‘chair’ was presented, so as to obtain an estimate of the 
effectiveness of the preceding context. To distinguish between 
the facilitating effects of useful context and the interfering 
effects of incongruous context, a third condition was in- 
corporated. In this ‘control’ condition, only the word ‘the 
preceded the completing word, and West and Stanovich 
describe this as being a neutral context. According to the 
‘psycholinguistic guessing game’ view of reading the goo 

readers should make more use of the context than the poor 
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readers, and in comparison with the neutral context they 
should perhaps show greater facilitation effects from con- 
gruous context and greater interference from the incongruous 
context. The opposite results were obtained, with the older 
readers showing smaller use of the context than the younger 
readers. 

In a subsequent longitudinal study which observed the 
development of 7 year old children, Stanovich, West and 
Feeman (1981) found that the effects of context diminished as 
reading experience increased. These experiments do not 
support the notion that poor readers are unlikely to use 


context when reading, and go some way to suggesting that it 


is the poor readers who rely on context to aid their weak 
word-recognition skills. The good readers, in contrast, seem 
to recognise words so quickly that the beneficial (or harmful) 
effects of context do not have time to take effect. If word 
recognition is completed before the context can be used to 
generate a prediction, then the context would not be expected 
to have much of an effect upon the word, and more 
experienced readers do appear to be less influenced by 
context. 

One conclusion which can be drawn from the Stanovich 
and West experiments on the effects of context is that the 
mark of a good reader is rapid word recognition. Good 
readers appear to be those who have good decoding skills and 
who have practised recognising words until they do not need 
to think about them. Using the terminology of ‘information- 
processing skills’, these readers have automatised an invariant 
process by practice, and the recognition of words becomes a 
component subskill. When this happens, attention does not 
need to be directed to decoding and it can be released for the 
integration of word meanings. For ‘reading for meaning to 


occur it is necessary for recognition to become saat 
through practice, because until the reader no longer spends 
time thinking about the identity of individual words, he or 
she will not be able to think about their role in the sentence. 


Just as our Grand Master thinks about the manipulation of 
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chess pieces, rather than about the identity of the pieces 
themselves, so the skilled reader thinks about manipulating 
word meanings and not about the identity of individual 
words. 


Automatic word recognition during reading 


Beginning readers need to acquire word-recognition skills so 
that they can spend their reading time thinking about the 
meanings of sentences rather than the meanings of words. 
West and Stanovich’s (1978) experiment is important in 
suggesting that skilled readers are less affected by the context 
in which a word appears than are unskilled readers: younger 
readers may have to rely upon sentence contexts because their 
word-recognition skills are undeveloped. This is not to say 
that contexts are not used at all by adults, for word 
recognition is aided by context prior to a word and 
immediately after the word. Underwood, Whitfield and 
Winfield (1982) had adults read out a briefly presented word 
which followed a spoken and incomplete sentence. Con- 
gruous sentences gave faster word naming times than 
incongruous sentences, as might be expected, but this result 
was confounded by the appearance of a word printed to one 
side of the named word. This distractor word was printed in 
the position where the reader’s eyes might next fixate the page 
if they were free to do so. As it was, the words were displaye 
too briefly to allow an eye movement during presentation. 
What we found was that distractors which appeared to the 
immediate right of the named word, and which fitted in the 
context of the sentence, tended to aid the naming ° 
congruous words, and retard the naming of incongruous 
words. Our skilled readers appeared to be recognising the 
distractors even though they did not look at them, because 
their meanings influenced performance on the reading task. 
This study of the effectiveness of words ahead of fixation 
confirms the West and Stanovich (1978) view of automatic 
word recognition, in that the distractor words were not 
attended to and were therefore read unintentionally. It go¢ 
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further, and suggests that skilled readers recognise the 
meanings of words ahead of fixation. This might be of benefit 
in the construction of the meaning of the sentence, or it might 
be useful in helping to decide where to look next on the page. 
Our eyes do not wander randomly around the page when we 
are reading, but certain sorts of words are fixated more often 
than others (O’Regan, 1979), and this means that we must 
know in advance of a fixation where it is that we are going to 
look next. From the investigation of distracting unattended 
words we can conclude that words are recognised before they 
are fixated, and that meanings might be useful in guiding our 
eyes efficiently across the text. If this is the case, then it 
suggests that an important aspect of skilled reading is to avoid 
attending too closely to what is being fixated at any one 
moment, and to allow our eyes to be attracted to nearby 


interesting meanings. 


The integration of word meanings 


Comprehension is being presented here as an integration 
problem. As the words of a sentence are being recognised, 
using their orthographic structure, their sentence context or 
whatever, then they must be pieced together to reconstruct 
the underlying meaning of the sentence. Whereas word 
recognition can occur without the skilled reader, thinking 
about it, sentence reconstruction cannot, and it is to this 
component subskill that the reader’s attention should be 
directed. The lower-level subskills involved in word recogni- 
tion can become automatised through practice, and this 1s 
necessary so that the reader’s mind can be left free to attempt 
alternate integrations in order to calculate the atl 
intended meaning. It is perfectly possible for the lower- ae 
subskills to produce an activity which resembles reading, ut 
without attention integration will not be possible. oe 
example of this ‘sham reading’ is brought to our = when 
we realise, on reaching the bottom of a page, that we re not 
been thinking about what the text means. Upon re-reading we 
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know that we have seen the words before. This is because 
they have been processed automatically; but if our attention 1s 
on our own thoughts rather than the author’s, then compre- 
hension will fail. 

A second example will be familiar to anyone who reads 
stories to children on a regular basis. Words can not only be 
recognised without attending to them, but they can also, with 
practice, be read aloud and whole sentences, and even 
passages, can be read with intonation. This is especially easy if 
the passage contains no uncommon words and is composed of 
sentences with predictable structure, for automatic perform- 
ance depends upon a simple informational input. Books such 
as those used for beginning readers are useful for demonstrat- 
ing this effect, and if you have found yourself daydreaming or 
thinking about a conversation with a colleague while ‘going 
through the motions’ of reading to a child, this does not mean 
that your reading was inadequate. A characteristic of automa- 
tic performance is an apparent loss of memory for what has 
been done during the previous few moments. This can happen 
while driving a car over a familiar route, and it can happen 
while reading predictable passages of text. It simply indicates 
that the focus of attention is our thoughts rather than our 
external environment. Highly predictable passages — those 
with little information in them — can be read aloud without 
attention, but books such as this one require the reader to 
think about the meanings of the sentences. 

The automatic recognition of word meanings has been 
demonstrated in a number of experimental investigations. The 
usual procedure is to divert the reader’s attention to one task, 
and observe the influence of an unattended word upon the 
reader’s performance. If the meaning of the unattended wor 
is critical in demonstrating an effect, then we can conclude 
that attention is not necessary for the recognition of word 
meanings, and this argument was used in the experiment by 
Underwood, Whitfield and Winfield (1982) described above. 
A related procedure was used by Kleiman (1975); we have 
also briefly mentioned his experiment in our earlier discus- 
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sion of using the GPC rules in reading and spelling. Kleiman 
divided his readers’ attention between an auditory task and a 
word-judgement task, to investigate the interfering effect of 
one upon the other. The auditory task consisted of listening 
to a random list of numbers and repeating them as they were 
presented. The list was continuous, and so it was not a matter 
of waiting until the end before repeating the numbers from 
memory. Such concurrent listening and speaking is known as 
‘shadowing’, and has a strong reputation for being attention- 
demanding. Kleiman found that shadowing produced only 
moderate interference with judgements about the meanings of 
individual words when they were presented in pairs, whereas 
rhyming judgements were impaired. In another experiment 
reported in the same article, Kleiman observed the interfer- 
ence effects in a slightly different word-processing task. 
Instead of responding to a pair of words, readers were asked 
to look for specific relationships between a single word and a 
sentence, Four different sets of stimuli were used. The first 
condition used a visual-judgement task in which subjects had 
to say whether a word such as ‘bury’ looked like any of the 
words in the following sentence: 


Yesterday the grand jury adjourned. 


The second set of stimuli were used in a rhyming task in 
which the target word was matched against the sounds of 
words in the sentence. In the category judgement task, they 
had to say whether the word ‘games’ had any category 


members in 
Everyone at home played monopoly. 


In the fourth condition they were asked to judge whether a 
sentence made any sense. Both the visual-judgement and 
category-judgement tasks could be performed quite easily 
when the readers were distracted by the shadowing task. 
When they were asked to make a rhyming judgement, the 
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shadowing interfered with performance, as it did with the 
judgements about rhyming word pairs. This is presumably 
because the task requires the same cognitive processors as 
shadowing — both tasks are speech-based. 

The most interesting effect in Kleiman’s experiments 
emerged when the shadowers were asked whether a sentence 
such as 


Pizzas have been eating Jerry 


made any sense. Performance again deteriorated, even 
though the category-judgement task had demonstrated that 
words in sentences could be processed despite distraction. We 
can conclude from Kleiman’s experiments that when our 
attention is divided we can recognise the meanings © 

individual words adequately, but that they can be combined 
only with difficulty. Each of the words in the sentence will be 
recognised, but they are not easily integrated into an 
underlying meaning. Kleiman suggested that this was because 
his shadowing task had occupied space in the readers 
‘working memory’ — a kind of short-term memory useful in 
retaining numbers and words for just a few seconds. Unless 
we attend to the words which have been placed into working 
memory, they will not be retained. Retention alone is not 
sufficient for comprehension, but without this mental black- 
board it will be difficult to relate the meaning of one word to 
the meaning of another seen a few seconds later. Although we 
have concluded that the phonological processing of words 1S 
not necessary for their recognition, the conversion of print 
into a sound-based code does aid the comprehension © 
sentences. The advantage of using a sound-based code with 
working memory is that it produces memories which ee 
more durable than those based upon a purely visual code, an 

this gives us more time to calculate the meaning of the 
sentence. Comprehension depends upon rapid word recogni- 
tion, for if the reader is devoting time and attention to a 
individual words, then the relationships between words wil 
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not be appreciated and the integration of word meanings will 
not be calculated. 


Conclusion: the importance of skilled word 
recognition 


Finally, and by way of summarising and emphasising the 
main points of this chapter, an investigation by Graesser, 
Hoffman and Clark (1980) will be described briefly. A series 
of passages were read by adults in this experiment, with the 
time to read each sentence being measured. The adults were 
later divided into the faster 50 per cent of readers and the 
slower 50 per cent, and the influence of different passage 
features upon the reading times of the two groups was then 
calculated. Each sentence was classified according to a 
number of textual features which might increase the amount 
of time required to read it. The performances of the two 
groups of readers were then compared as a function of the 
features which might be predicted to increase the difficulty of 
the sentences. 

On looking at the effectiveness of the various textual 
features, only small differences emerged between the two 
groups on a number of them, with the fast and slow readers 
being similarly affected by the unfamiliarity of the material in 
the passage and by the appearance of nouns not previously 
encountered in the text, and showing similar sensitivity to the 
distinction between narrative stories and non-fictional 
descriptive passages. The greatest differences between the 
groups were in understanding the different ideas (proposi- 
tions) in a sentence, in dealing with problems of grammatical 
unpredictability, and most simply of all, in recognising 
words. As each of these features increased in complexity — 
more propositions, more unpredictability, more words in the 
sentence — so the faster readers increased their superiority 
over the slower readers. The feature of most interest 1s 
sentence length, because when we estimate the contribution 
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made by each feature to the total amount of time spent 
reading, it is the number of words in a sentence which makes 
the largest difference between the two groups. The fast 
readers were more efficient than the slow readers in using 
grammatical predictability and in integrating different ideas in 
a sentence, but the factor accounting for the largest difference 
involved word-recognition processes. Words were recognised 
almost twice as quickly by the fast readers and, given the 
number of words in each sentence, this leads to a large 
efficiency difference between individuals. 

The main conclusion to be drawn here is that the way to aid 
slow readers is to improve their word-recognition skills. A 
large sight vocabulary, acquired through practice, can aid 
rapid word recognition and leave the reader’s attention free to 
consider the meaning of the sentence. When the reader does 
not need to dwell upon decoding, then words encountered 
early in a sentence will not have been forgotten and will, 


therefore, be available for integration with the words at the 
end of the sentence. 
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4 


New directions in text research and 
readability 


Colin Harrison 


The background 


Anyone who has an historical interest in the topic of 
readability will be familiar with its dramatic vacillations in 
popularity. More than once in the past 50 years the concept of 
readability measurement and prediction has been castigated as 
facile and simplistic, despite the earnest attempts of most 
readability researchers themselves to portray their work in a 
balanced and untendentious way. Kintsch and Vipond (1979) 
have discussed some of these changes in popularity, and have 
offered an interesting explanation for the question they ask 
(and answer) themselves: “Who cares about readability? 
Psychologists don’t — not any more.’ 

The analysis offered by Kintsch and Vipond essentially 
argues that research on readability has been thoroughly 
practical, but hopelessly unanalytical. Conversely, psy- 
chology itself has been in no shape to deliver the goods it 
promised: if educationists were atheoretical, psychologists for 
their part were producing theories which were too crude to be 
of much use to educational researchers. This was especially 
true in the areas of information processing which were of 
special interest to them. What Kintsch and Vipond argue is 
that readability research has asserted an interest in helping to 
produce a sensitive matching of reader to printed text, but has 
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in fact ignored one of the most vital aspects of this — the 
question of text-reader interaction. This weakness has been 
largely due, they suggest, to the fact that readability research 
has been based on an impoverished psychology of reading. 
They sum up their view of the current state of research using 
predictive readability formulae in the following way: ‘Formu- 
las do a job, but they leave a lot unexplained.’ 

In this chapter we shall go deeper into the question of how 
limited that job is, and shall look at the results of some 
current formula-based work. More importantly, we shall also 
consider some of the most recent approaches that psycholog- 
ists have adopted in their attempts to bridge the gap which has 
hitherto existed between psychological theory and educa- 
tional practice. There are many signs that although the new 
tools for analysis are not simple ones, they are offering 
exciting insights into the problems of matching readers to 


texts, and helping to produce a deeper response and more 
effective learning, 


What can readability formulae do? 


Predictive readability formulae such as those of Flesch (1948) 
and Dale and Chall (1948) have been widely used on both 
sides of the Atlantic for decades. They are just two of 50 or so 
formulae, charts and graphs available to teachers who wish to 
assess the difficulty of prose objectively (see Harrison, 1980, 
for a review). In a useful comparative study, Entin and Klare 
(1978) used the statistical technique of factor analysis to 
compare the results of a number of independently conducted 
studies of readability. Their conclusion was that despite the 
large number of variables considered by the studies, the 
traditional variables of word difficulty and sentence difficulty 
were by far the most important. Two additional factors, idea 
density and word diversity, accounted for a small but 
noteworthy proportion of difficulty. 

As an example of the continuing usefulness of the 
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traditional approach, we can consider the fascinating cross- 
cultural work of Bjornsson (1983). Early in the 1960s, 
Bjornsson constructed a readabiity formula on the simplest 
possible lines: sentence length + word length = lix. Sentence 
length is the number of words per sentence, word length 
Bjornsson defines as the percentage of words with more than 
six letters, and lix is simply an abbreviation of the Swedish 
word for readability index. The formula was tried out on 
thousands of texts, and norms established using pooled 
subjective judgements as the initial criterion for fixing and 
comparing difficulty levels. 

Bjornsson’s approach differed from that of many earlier 
researchers in two important ways: first, he set out at an early 
stage to make his formula one which would be useful for 
making cross-cultural comparisons, and second, he chose not 
to use the statistical technique of multiple regression. For the 
cross-cultural comparisons separate investigations were con- 
ducted for Swedish, Danish, English, French, German and 
Finnish. In these studies, Bjornsson used groups of 24 or 
more readers (of whom half at least would have been native 
speakers) and calculated correlations to check the reliability 
of their judgements. On sets of 100 texts, the correlations 
were on average 0.99, which suggests that for adults at least, 
there is a high level of agreement about what is difficult. One 
point to mention is that Bjornsson avoided using raters who 
knew anything about readability research — he wanted overall 
difficulty, not linguistic variables as such, to be the criterion 
used by the readers. From each country’s findings, Bjornsson 
derived a lix score which seemed to represent ‘normal 
difficulty’ from a range of material including children’s 
books, factual prose (written for non-specialists) and tech- 
nical literature. The final lix scores varied: Swedish was 39, 
English 40, German 45 and French 46. Finnish had fewer 
words per sentence on average, but had 48 per cent of words 
with six or more letters, 19 per cent more than German, 
which was the next highest. This gave Finnish a very high lix 


score of 60. 
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It is worth spending a moment considering what might 
seem a very technical matter, but it is one with important 
practical implications. Bjornsson decided not to use a formula 
derived from multiple regression analysis. In doing so he 
departed from the precedent set by many of the best known 
formula constructors, including Flesch and Dale. Why was 
this? Bjornsson explains in a way which serves to remind us 
that the mathematical precision of a readability formula may 
be misleading. Despite all his careful preliminary research, 
Bjornsson discovered that if he calculated a formula from one 
half of his data he obtained a completely different equation 
from that which was obtained from the other half. Further- 
more, when he checked back on the correlation between his 
simple lix values and the criterion of pooled estimates of 
difficulty, he found that the figure was 0.92, which was 
exactly the same as that obtained from the multiple regres- 
sion. In other words, the regression formula approach added 
nothing. He decided, therefore, that he would not use it, and 
gained a great deal in time saved in calculation without losing 
anything in validity. 

Bjornsson went on to study the newspapers of 11 
countries, and found substantial differences, which he argued 
could not be attributed to the idiosyncrasies of the languages. 
To begin with, he noticed a number of interesting trends 
within Sweden itself. National newspapers were more diffi- 
cult than local ones, and morning papers were more difficult 
than those sold in the evening. There had been a staggering 
decrease in difficulty over a century in the largest Swedish 
daily, Dagens Nyheter, which roughly corresponded to the 
difference between children’s books and adult literature. 

English has about the same lix level as the Nordic 
languages and this enabled Bjornsson to compare Scandin- 
avian newspapers with those from English-speaking countries. 
London’s evening paper was similar in lix score to a Swedish 
evening paper, but there were major differences in word and 
sentence scores. Swedish papers had longer words, while the 
English paper had about five words per sentence more. In the 
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case of the morning papers, it seems that papers such as The 
Times and the Daily Telegraph are much more difficult than 
their Swedish counterparts. Indeed, if the scores are in reality 
comparable across countries, The Times today is about as 
difficult as Dagens Nyheter was in 1900! This situation 
appears to be even worse as we move south through Europe, 
since even allowing for differences between the languages, 
Bjornsson notes that Italian, Spanish and Portuguese papers 
have very high scores, due in large part to sentences with a 
mean length of over 30 words. He finds it hard to resist the 
conclusion that there are some very important implications 
here, which extend beyond the domain of reading research 
and education, and touch upon the fundamental issues of 
democracy and equality. 

Bjornsson’s research is thorough, interesting and reported 
with due emphasis on its areas of possible weakness or 
unreliability. It will be equally interesting to see more work 
done extending his methods to the texts used in schools. If 
this is to happen, however, it will be necessary for those who 
do the work to pay heed to other researchers who have 
pointed out a major flaw in much readability research. This 
flaw relates to the difficult problem of sampling. 


The problem of sampling in readability measurement 


Readability researchers often emphasise that it is not possible 
to use a formula to assess difficulty at the individual sentence 
level; a formula or graph can only make predictions about 
difficulty at a global level. But the question remains, how 
confident can we be that a formula score is truly representa- 
tive of the overall difficulty level? Stokes (1978) studied 
history books and found wide variation between 100-word 
samples of text. These variations were so great that he 
questioned the applicability of formulae which used this 


approach to sampling. 
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More recently, Fitzgerald (1981) gave a whole catalogue of 
problems associated with sampling. She used a range of 
textbooks and workbooks (but analysed large segments of 
text only — not short sections such as questions or exercises). 
Following the method proposed by Fry (1977), she used 
readability scores based on groups of three 100-word 
passages, and found disturbing differences. In one study, 
based on an analysis of five high-school textbooks, Fitzgerald 
took six sets of three samples from each book, and found that 
individual samples spanned a range of at least ten grades 
within each book, and the means of the sets of three had on 
average a range of three grades within each book. 

The working assumption behind the Fry graph is that the 
mean obtained from three samples approximates to the 
population mean (i.e. the actual difficulty of the book). This 
was far from the case. Fitzgerald calculated the critical 
number of samples needed to be 80 per cent certain that the 
mean score would be no more than one year out, and found 
that in one book it was 72 samples — which amounted to 
nearly half the book! The obvious solution, one might think, 
would be to increase the number of 100-word samples taken, 
to six or perhaps nine, but this too would be of little value if 
there were great variability within the book. Fitzgerald found 
that for some books, an increase to six or even nine samples 
actually produced means which systematically departed even 
further from the population mean — the true overall difficulty 
level. Only after the number of samples taken approached oF 
exceeded the critical number did the mean of the samples 
agree with the population mean. Even then there were some 
books for which not even the critical number was enough, 
and nothing less than the whole text had to be sampled to 
determine its average readability. 

Do we now hear yet another death knell for readability 
studies? Not necessarily, since both teachers and researchers 
will ultimately use readability formulae for just so long a$ 
they find them of some value. Fitzgerald herself does not 80 
so far as to suggest that they should not be used at all. Rather: 
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she urges both researchers and publishers to use readability 
estimates with extreme caution, and where possible, to work 
from population means rather than inadequate samples. 

Current advances in new technology mean that computer 
analysis of complete texts is already possible. Most books will 
soon be set completely by computer, and thus the publisher 
will have a machine-readable version available for analysis. It 
might otherwise cost a good deal of money to do this. In the 
future, therefore, we must encourage publishers to be a little 
more forthcoming about the basis on which they offer 
readability data, and look carefully to see whether what they 
have calculated really is the population mean of the book in 
question. 

From the teacher’s point of view, another implication arises 
from the study by Fitzgerald. This is the distinction between 
local and global readability means. As Fitzgerald pointed out, 
the variability between books is tremendous: some books are 
fairly stable, but others vary enormously from section to 
section. If this is the case, would it not be preferable in certain 
instances to consider local readability as the population mean 
which interests us? If a book contains a number of chapters or 
sections, which may even have been written by different 
authors, of what value to us is the global population mean 
based on the average over all chapters? If we are wanting to 
consider the relationship between readability and compre- 
hension for one particular topic or passage, then it would 
almost certainly be preferable to consider the local readability 
of that chapter or section. The issue of sampling adequacy 
does not arise if our analysis is based on the whole of the 
text under consideration. Fitzgerald’s warnings apply to 
the difficulties of generalising about global readability from 
a small number of samples of an extensive text. If we 
apply the concept of local readability, then these problems 
are by-passed. The question which remains is that of 
minimum sample size and, in general, other researchers have 
tended to avoid applying formulae to texts of less than 150 


words in length. 
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Is cloze procedure an appropriate measure of 
comprehension? 


In the 1960s, cloze procedure came to be seen by some 
researchers as the answer to many of the problems of validly 
measuring text difficulty. Bormuth’s landmark study (1969) 
seemed to offer the promise not only of more valid formulae 
which would incorporate the results of new insights in 
linguistics, but also a means of readily assessing whether a 
person was understanding a text or not. The mean percentage 
correct cloze score (i.e., the percentage of deleted words 
correctly replaced by the reader) appeared to give an 
indication of how well a passage was understood. Thus, a 
cloze score of 60 per cent would indicate fairly full 
comprehension, 45 per cent would suggest some problems, 
while 35 per cent would suggest that a reader was at his or her 
frustration level. 

Recently, however, this view has been called into question. 
Despite the finding of fairly high correlations between cloze 
and reading comprehension as measured by multiple-choice 
tests (in the order of 0.6 and above, depending on the nature 
of the study), some experiments have suggested that cloze 
may be measuring what one might call potential for 
understanding, rather than comprehension itself. r 

Bailey and Harrison (1984) followed up the research of 
Cohen (1975), which had reported that percentage cloze 
scores seemed to represent different levels of understanding 
according to the nature of the subject. Cohen had found that 
materials at similar readability levels as measured by 4 
formula produced very different cloze test scores: 30 per cent 
for literature, 37 per cent for science, and 40 per cent for 
social studies. Bailey and Harrison found that for certain 
types of passage cloze scores were potentially unreliable 
indicators of comprehension. In a cloze test on a difficult 
science text, for example, a phrase such as ‘pulmonary artery 
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or ‘nervous stimulation’ may occur a number of times. Once a 
reader has seen the phrase, and comes across “___ artery’ or 
‘nervous ’, it may be possible to insert the correct answer 
without having much idea what the word actually means. If 
this occurred a number of times, an artificially high cloze 
score would be the result. By contrast, in a literary passage, 
especially when using verbatim scoring (see Harrison, 1980, 
for a discussion of different cloze scoring methods), a cloze 
score may misrepresent understanding by being artificially 
low. A reader can be fully understanding a section from a 
story, and yet fail to insert the exact word in a phrase such as 
‘watched the fleeting panorama of shop fronts’, when no 
other information about the shop fronts is given. In these two 
examples, we are reminded that what cloze is measuring is the 
predictability, or more accurately, the redundancy within a 
passage, and this may or may not be closely related to its 
comprehensibility. 

Another way of asking whether cloze gets close to 
measuring comprehension is to consider what would happen 
if the sentences in a passage were randomly re-ordered. As we 
shall see in the later sections of this chapter, contemporary 
theories of comprehension give great weight to the way in 
which information is integrated between sentences. If cloze is 
a sensitive measure of this aspect of comprehension, we 
would expect readers to do very poorly if they were presented 
with a cloze test on a passage in which all the sentences had 
been mixed up. In fact, this does not tend to happen. 

Shanahan, Kamil and Tobin (1982) reported a very 
interesting study in which they not only examined the effect 
of normal and scrambled passages on cloze test scores, but 
also compared the results against tests of recall for the same 
passage presented without deletions. The cloze scores for the 
two conditions, normal and scrambled, hardly differed at all 
(49 per cent for the normal; 46 per cent for the scrambled), 
which suggested that the re-ordering did not have much 
effect, However, the recall scores told a different story. 


Percentage recall scores went like this: 
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Intact/normal passage 31 
Intact/scrambled 24 
Cloze/normal passage 20 
Cloze/scrambled 13 


These results indicated significantly lower recall scores for the 
scrambled version, whether a reader was working from the 
version with no words missed out or doing a cloze test. The 
cloze scores alone did not suggest this, however, and one is 
bound to ponder the significance of this. If cloze only 
measures comprehension at the phrase or sentence level, it has 
severe limitations. Even if it measures the use of redundancy 
up to ten words either side of the deletion, this is still not the 
same as measuring comprehension: as we saw in the Bailey 
and Harrison study, redundancy and comprehensibility can 
be very different aspects of a text. : 
Cloze procedure is a very useful tool. It was first used in 
readability experiments (Taylor, 1953), but has subsequently 
been used for formal and informal testing of reading 
comprehension, and in a dozen different ways for work in 
reading development. It will be interesting to see the extent to 


which cloze remains a key concept in future readability 
studies. 


The need for a broader view of text difficulty 


The past ten years have seen something of a revolution in text 
analysis, and in our understanding of how the results of such 
work might be applied in the classroom. In broad terms, the 
shifts of emphasis have been related to two central themes: 
first, that notions of reading comprehension must take greater 
account of what is going on in the mind of the reader, and 
second, that methods of text analysis must take greater 
account of what is going on beyond the sentence boundary. 
This dual emphasis on the reader and on analysis of texts 1n 
units larger than a sentence seems to offer the beginnings at 
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least of a new approach to text research, one which moves 
beyond a correlational approach to readability and starts 
instead to identify causal relationships between aspects of 
texts and difficulties in comprehension. 

To consider the importance of the role of the reader as an 
active partner in the process of comprehension, we can begin 
with the concept of schemata. Schema theories were first 
popularised by Bartlett in the 1920s and Piaget in the 1930s. 
They put forward the notion that we construct routine 
groupings of aspects of experience, schemata, which tend to 
occur regularly together. These schemata are stored away, 
and produced when appropriate. There are a number of types 
of schemata. We have schemata for action, for example: we do 
not have to replan how to get dressed every day; for many of 
us, the decision about what shoes to wear is quite enough of a 
problem for one morning. We also have schemata for 
comprehension. Consider the following brief passage: 


Mary heard the alarm and groaned inwardly, pulling the 
covers over her head. She tried to remember whether 
there was any milk in the icebox. 


A reader could make a number of inferences about this 
passage: 


Mary is female, more probably an adult than a child; 
it is morning; 

Mary does not want to get up for some reason; 
Mary is in bed; 

she lives in a house with a refrigerator; 

the house is possibly in North America, and so on. 


When one begins to list the dozens of schema-based 
inferences which even such a brief passage as this evokes, it 
soon becomes clear that there is much more to comprehen- 
sion than vocabulary and sentence structure — comprehension 
is crucially dependent upon schemata. The richness and 
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variety of the reader’s own schemata, and the extent to which 
(in a particular case) the author and reader share a similar 
schema, will determine what is understood, what is inferred, 
and, to a great extent, what is learned. 

In a classic experiment, Bransford and Johnson (1972) 
showed the vital importance not only of possessing prior 
knowledge, but of activating it, if learning is to take place. 
They tested the comprehension and recall of matched groups 
of subjects on a simple passage. The passage was all about 
washing clothes, but only one group was told this in advance. 
The second group was told the title after they had read the 
passage, while the third group were not told the title at all. 
The passage did not contain many clues to its overall theme. 
Instead, it contained sentences such as, ‘First you arrange 
things into different groups. Of course, one pile may be 
sufficient depending on how much there is to do.’ Not 
surprisingly, the group which had been told the topic in 
advance performed best on the tests. What is surprising is that 
the group which was told the topic immediately after the 
reading was not able to make any use of the information; they 
did just as poorly as the ‘no topic’ group. 7 

What this study showed was the importance of activating 
the appropriate schemata. Each of the groups possessed the 
necessary prior knowledge, but only 
knowledge activated. There are clear 
teachers. The systematic activation o 


one group had that 
ar implications here for 
f prior knowledge can act 
to prepare for and deepen the likely response to a text. 
Langer (1982), in an admirable book which attempts to 
bridge the gap between researchers and teachers, explains 
how this can be done systematically. There is no space here 
for a full account of her system, but its key characteristics are 
phases of (a) free associations with the topic, (b) reflections on 
each other’s associations, (c) collaborative reformulation of 
prior knowledge. During these phases, the teacher (and 
ultimately the student) assesses the level of prior knowledge, 
associations and responses. These may be at the level of 


little-associations, anecdotes, etc., some-examples, attributes 
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defining features, etc., or more-superordinate concepts, 
definitions, analogies, etc. Langer has done a good deal of 
research into the evaluation of this approach to schema 
activation, and she is convinced that it helps poor readers and 
good readers alike to learn more from difficult textbooks. 


Readability beyond the sentence boundary 


Not many years ago, it seemed that almost all readability 
research, and almost all research in linguistics confined itself 
to the analysis of units no larger than a sentence. This is no 
longer the case. In psychology, work clustered around the 
ideas of Frederiksen (1975), Meyer (1975), Rumelhart (1975), 
Kintsch (1977), Thorndyke (1977) and Mandler and Johnson 
(1977) has led to dozens of studies based on an analysis of 
various types of text structure and the relationship between 
text structure and recall. In linguistics, the seminal work of 
Grimes (1975), Halliday and Hasan (1976) and van Dijk 
(1977) has been equally fruitful in prompting new insights 
into how texts are bound together beyond the sentence. Some 
of these studies are extremely technical, but they have all 
producd other studies which have direct classroom relevance. 

The general questions which all these researchers address 
are: how are texts built up, and how does their structure 
determine what a reader is able to comprehend and recall? 
Research work carried out in linguistics is generally more 
descriptive than practical in terms of classroom applications, 
but Chapman (1983) provides a useful account of the 
educational relevance of work in linguistics, giving special 
emphasis to the concept of cohesion in texts. 

Of the studies done by psychologists, one might begin by 
referring to those conducted by Mandler and Johnson on 
what are called story grammars. How is it that we are able to 
predict the ending of a story (and even castigate an ending for 
being too predictable)? When we say that a child enjoys the 
security of a familiar story structure, what tools have we for 
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analysing that structure? Why is it that we can all recall and 
retell a story, but find it hard to recall and retell the contents 
of a textbook or scientific paper? Mandler and Johnson (1977) 
suggest that a story grammar, in which elements (such . 
setting, event, episode, consequence and resolution) x 
combined according to a set of implicit rules, offers a 
mechanism for answering many of these questions. ; 

This approach certainly does offer a basis for analysing 
texts which touches upon aspects of likely response that no 
traditional readability formula would measure. One problem, 
however, is that only a subset of all texts do in fact have what 
might loosely be called a story structure. Most textbooks ie 
not written like a thriller, though it might be eure 
they were. (The Double Helix, by James Watson, which tells 
of the race to find the molecular structure of DNA, is a | 
an example of what such a book might be like.) Bein 
their limited applicability, story grammars might be too crude 
or too restricted in their potential application to be of value 
across the whole range of school subjects. 

A different but related approach was that of Meyer Gr), 
who considered the knowledge structure of texts, ra 
produced a type of grammar which would cope better with 


s c . . in 
the variety of types of organisation and structure found 1 
textbooks. 


Meyer’s analysis (see figure 4.1) 
a representation of the infor 
a hierarchy, which wou 
examine comprehension 


produces in diagram form 
mation in a passage organised into 
Id enable a teacher systematically t© 
and the effects of different types of 
text manipulation. In the figure, the main information to be 
recalled is shown in block letters, while the logical rela- 


tionships are shown in lower case letters at the nodes (joining 
points) of the lines. 
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Figure 4.1 The content structure of ‘Cracking the Cycles of Depression and 


Mania’ 


Source: BJ.F. Meyer, The Organı: 
Holland, 1975) 
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The way in which the logical structure of a passage - 
perceived by different readers can aione T 
some readers may not share an action or backg aN 
knowledge schema with an author, so they 3i eee we 
ready access to a logic schema which would help s T 
the passage effectively. In a celebrated piece of resea ae 
Marshall and Glock (1978-9) examined this phenomenon, . ‘ 
the results of the study have important implications fo 
teachers. ee 

What Marshall and Glock did was to vary certain aspects i 
text structure, and look at the effect in terms of how Ta 
subjects were able to write about what they recalled wis er 
passage in question. They looked at such things as w vee 
if-then relationships between clauses were present ae s A 
and also changed the order of several sentences. It was ge 
that by noting the differences and similarities between e 
passage read and what was recalled, the authors would be a S 
to draw inferences about how information is organised i 
memory. 7 

In the event, their most important findings were not a : 
which had been anticipated at the planning stage of the stu r 
The 160 adult subjects who took part in the study pren 3 
a range of reading abilities. This would be a natural aim a 
any researcher to achieve, and in order to obtain a full tang: 
of reading ability Marshall and Glock recruited one a 
lation from a community college, and another from un ie 
graduates at Cornell University, During the scoring of th 
recall tests, it was noticed that those of the Cornell students 
seemed much more full than those of the community college 
students, and the researchers decided to analyse the two sets 


: iginally 
of results separately, instead of together, as had origin 
been planned. 


What was discovered was that he 
could manipulate the passages in all kinds of ways without te 
Cornell students being thrown: if-then relations could aa 
missed out, the logical structure of the passage could i 
masked by inserting a crucial sentence in the wrong place; y€ 


; searchers 
, in general, the researche 
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the Cornell students still performed well on the recall tests. 
By contrast, the community college students recalled more 
information when the #f-then relations were stated explicitly 
than they did when they were implicit only. Equally, the 
community college students recalled more information when 
the relative importance of different ideas was made more 
explicit. 

What Marshall and Glock concluded was that the 
community college students responded to the surface struc- 
ture of the discourse only, while the Cornell students 
responded to its semantic and logical structure. It was as if the 
Cornell students were capable of ignoring surface structure, 
and could refer to the passage’s deep structure as if it were 
complete. They could infer the complete message even when 
it was not explicitly stated in the text. 

What conclusions should we draw from this study? First, 
we must note that the researchers found that, for a start, the 
Cornell students had greater prior knowledge of both the 
passages studied in the experiment than the community 
college students. This reminds us that the pre-reading 
activities advocated by Langer, to which we referred above, 
will be especially useful for less fluent readers. If prior 
knowledge is low, then it is all the more vital to activate and 
organise it. 

Another conclusion must be that if we as teachers are 
relative experts in our own subjects, and tend to read 
textbooks in our own subject area with the same skills as the 
Cornell students, then we may be insensitive to inadequacies 
in those textbooks. The Cornell students, you will recall, 
ignored missing causal links and coped happily with missing 
information on main points and even corrupted sentence 
ordering. If this is what fluent readers do, then there is surely 
a sense in which an expert is a slightly unreliable judge of how 


clearly a book is written. The expert can judge the content, 
but the views of a novice may we 


Il be valuable in helping to 
judge the effectiveness of how that content 1s put over. 


This final point was illustrated in an experiment (Gordon, 
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: j sked to 
identify what they thought were the difficu a oe 
from a history textbook. They then pave = ed would'be 
produce a new rewritten version which t ey Oe Í class did 
more comprehensible. In a crossover design, A ones, and 
comprehension tests on four passages — two aara What 
two which had been rewritten by the other a the class 
Gordon found was that the passages rewritten h were 
containing the most poor readers were the ist ia other 
subsequently found to be the most comprehensi a a 
words, children who were poor readers meee 
greater insight into likely difficulties for other rea ed 
It is worth noting that although the children in which 
Passages which facilitated greater learning, the aye picked 
they made were not necessarily ones which pi Kanes in 
up by a readability formula. The children did mate Sa for 
vocabulary, substituting ‘changed’ for alterna wor 
example, and they also changed syntax, ead ny “The 
clause, ‘When the wool had been cleaned and combe “haps the 
raw wool having been cleaned and combed’. But per oe 
most crucial changes they made were to what hin the 
referred to as the ‘macrostructure signalling’ wit z jike 
passage. Instead of the simple phrase ‘Hand cards wer 


were 
the group preferred ‘Hand cards, on the other hand, 
like’. Instead of ‘It h 


also been carded or 
been cleaned, , 


t 

: í : t tex 

dings remind us again a he 

y static thing — it is the result en 
e 

a text, and a measure of the ext 


Text Research and Readability 79 


which the linguistic and experiential worlds of the reader and 
author coincide, or fail to coincide. 

In the next ten years we shall be fortunate if we witness as 
productive a period for text research as that which has just 
ended. Readability, as we have known it, may not be dead, 
but the utility of formulae must continue to be seriously 
questioned in the light of current research findings. At the 
same time, researchers will no doubt continue to be inventive 
in harnessing the insights of teachers and the tools of 
linguistic analysis in the quest for more sensitive measures of 
text difficulty. In Austria, for example, Bamberger (personal 
communication) is working with teachers on a 35 point 
readability check-list which attempts to encompass many of 
the ‘new’ variables referred to earlier in this chapter, such as 
cohesion, macrostructure signalling and prior knowledge. If 
past experience is a reliable guide, there will be no shortage of 
similarly bold attempts to transform the findings of workers 
in linguistics and psychology into classroom action, and to 
ensure that the concept of readability remains a useful one. 
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Children as writers 
John Harris 


Retrospect 


It may not be too extreme to suggest that the last few years 
have seen a quiet revolution in the direction taken by our 
thinking about writing development and the teaching of 
writing in schools. Whether this redirection has yet had much 
effect in the classroom is another matter entirely — from my 
own observations there seems as yet to have been few major 
changes in practice. Nevertheless, in the course of a great deal 
of inservice work with both primary and secondary teachers I 
have gained the impression that many are dissatisfied with 
current practice without knowing with any certainty how tO 
improve matters. 

The exciting and liberating redirection achieved during the 
sixties, usually characterised as the creative writing move- 
ment, has lost its way. The products often disappoint: the 
criteria for evaluation both of product and of teaching are 
hard to determine. This is because there is a fundamenta 
tension involved. If you expect a child to write about 4 
personal experience, engagement with that experience has tO 
be regarded as a priority. Nevertheless, the writing remains as 
something separate from the experience and if teachers do not 
know how they can usefully respond to the writing as a tex 


then their part in helping children improve their writing !5 
Insignificant. 
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The creative writing movement has also perpetuated a 
polarity, particularly in the primary curriculum, between the 
creative and the rest of the written work undertaken. There 
has never been any certainty as to how this other writing can 
be classified, whether as ‘factual’, ‘non-creative’, ‘project’ or 
‘topic’ writing. The confusion over nomenclature betrays a 
deeper confusion over aims in relation to writing. The 
Bullock report (DES, 1975) found that a significant propor- 
tion of the writing in primary schools that could not be 
characterised as ‘creative writing’ was copied from source 
materials such as reference books. The primary survey (DES, 
1978) corroborated this finding. Yet both Bullock and the 
more recent Oracle project (Galton, Simon and Kroll, 1980) 
point to the dominant place of writing in the school day, 
despite differences in the detailed findings which can be 
accounted for by different observational methodologies. Nor 
should we think that the situation is better at secondary level. 
Again a recent HMI survey (DES, 1979) supports the salutary 
comment of Britton that ‘much writing at Secondary level 
lacks any real sense of purpose.’ (See Britton et al., 1975.) 

In the post-Bullock years, thinking about writing at 
secondary level in particular has been dominated by the 
model developed by Britton and his colleagues at the London 
Institute for the Schools Council. While I believe that this 
work has promoted a great deal of useful thinking about the 
place and function of writing in the curriculum, I am not 
alone in doubting the validity of the model. Whitehead (1978) 
and Williams (1977) have both offered perceptive critiques 
which suggest that, at the very least, Britton’s notion of 
writing modes — the expressive, poetic and transactional — and 
his categories of audience should not be regarded as unprob- 
lematic, : t 

Although this is not an appropriate context in which to 
offer a discussion of Britton’s theories, as I develop my 
argument about a redirection in writing some- specific 
criticisms of the work will emerge. Above all, it is worth 
bearing in mind that Britton’s work has little to say directly 
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about writing development. What it does say Is = 
summed up by Bereiter (1980): ‘the disappointing message o 
the Schools’ Council research is that as soon as we begin to 
lock beyond syntax, vocabulary and the like and try to 
investigate functional aspects of student writing, we begin to 
find out more about the school system than we find out about 
children.’ ae 

Bereiter’s mention of syntax provides a timely cue for 
looking at another area of research into writing development 
which, it was hoped, would give us clear indicators gr 
development through the years of schooling. The a: 
procedure was to identify selected features, such as the length 
of sentences or the incidence of subordination, and to see 
whether these provided a measure of maturation in writing. 
Out of this type of work a broad area of agreement has 
emerged, as a brief review will show. 

An early researcher, La Brant (1933), worked at clause 
level, distinguishing independent and dependent (subordin- 
ate) clauses and classifying dependent clauses as noun, 
adjectival and adverbial. Adverbial clauses she subdivided 
according to functional relationship (time and causal, 
instance) — the categories will be familiar to anyone nurturec 
in the traditional approach to clause analysis! La Brant 
established a range of general findings not seriously chal- 
lenged since; namely, that development in writing was 
evidenced by an increase in the proportion of dependent to 
independent clauses, by the gross length of the writing (the 
number of words), by an increase in average length of 
sentence and by a growing complexity of sentence structure. 
Although this last point is not in broad terms contentious, It 
should be noted that La Brant did not clearly establish criteria 
for judging complexity. One of the problems that arises wit 
this approach is the validity of the features isolated. A relative 
clause counts as dependent whereas an adjective modifying à 
noun clearly does not. Yet if we look at the procedures tor 
embedding, it is not easy to see why one should count and the 
other not. Consider the sentence: 
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Roger has a black dog called Ben. 


This can be thought of as comprising the following clauses: 


Roger has a dog 
The dog is black 
It is called Ben 


These can be combined in various ways which would ‘score’ 
in a count of dependent clauses, e.g.: 


Roger has a dog, Ben, who is black, 
Roger has a black dog, who is called Ben, 


while the initial version does not. Who is to say that the first 
is not as ‘complex’ as the second or third? If we use ‘complex’ 
in a technical sense where it is opposed to ‘simplex’ then the 
judgement is sound. Otherwise, it is not. 

Hunt (1965) refined the method of analysis by proposing 
four units for quantification. Apart from the word, the clause 
and the sentence (orthographically signalled), he used what he 
termed the ‘T-Unit’. This he describes as ‘a minimal 
terminable unit, consisting of one main clause plus any 
subordinate clause or non-clausal structure (such as a phrase) 
that is attached to or embedded in it. He used this 
classification to analyse the writing of 9, 13 and 17 year olds. 
His general findings are in accord with those of La Brant, but 
more refined. He found that there was an increase with age in 
the number of words per clause, clauses per T-unit and words 
per T-unit. Equally, with age, there were fewer T-units per 
sentence (fewer co-ordinated clauses, tor example), fewer but 
longer single clause T-units and, as a corollary, more 
multi-clause T-units. He found also that the incidence of 
relative clauses was a very clear indicator of development, 
he youngest group of writers in 


increasing four times from t 
his sample to the eldest. ; 7 

Loban (1963 and 1976) deserves mention, also, since he has 
completed a unique longitudinal study with the aim of 
identifying definite stages of language development. 
Although his findings are not different in character from the 


broad perspective of development already described, he was 
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able to highlight one crucial problem. He found that the 
frequency of dependent clauses in the written language of 
high-ability 13 year olds did not increase thereafter while it 
did for low-ability children. This suggests, in effect, that there 
is a ceiling to the effectiveness of such frequency-counts. 
After a certain stage, children become able to use a greater 
variety of linguistic devices to express certain sorts of clausal 
relations and this makes them less reliant on dependent-clause 
structures. It is clear, therefore, that frequency-count indica- 
tors are useful only when investigating the development of 
immature writers. They are not of value in the description of 
mature ability, nor in the description of the demands of 
writing for specific purposes. : 
All of the research so far considered comes from the United 
States. A similar range of features was considered by Harpin 
(1976) in a Project funded by the SSRC at Nottingham 
University. In brief, he reports that as children of average and 
above-average ability mature as writers they tend to produce 
writing of increasing length; they write longer and more 
complex sentences; they employ a greater variety of clause 
types; and they tend to use personal pronouns less. (All these 
findings are averages and do not relate to single pieces of 
work.) None of this information is, in fact, particularly 
Surprising nor is it of great practical value in day-to-day 
teaching. What it Provides — with many qualifications — 1s an 
outline of one aspect of development and an awareness that, 
at certain stages, certain types of writing will be difficult for 
children because of limitations in the range of syntactic 
features they can deploy. 
Before moving on to look at the new developments that I 
suggested initially might constitute the basis for a redirection 
in writing, it is worth considering some of the shortcomings 
of the frequency-count approach just described. An obvious 
problem is that a text is not made up of collections of 
sentences, but of sentences organised into a coherent whole. 
To work merely at sentence level is to ignore crucially 
important aspects of text. With the exception of Hunt’s work, 
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all the other researchers have taken the sentence as broadly 
unproblematic. Harpin does, incidentally, offer working 
definitions for sentence division in a text that has multiple 
co-ordination (i.e. strings of clauses joined by and or and so 
or and then) which is, of course, a highly typical feature of the 
writing of children in junior schools. The sentence, however, 
cannot be taken for granted, as we shall see. Moreover, in all 
this research work there is a failure to differentiate types of 
writing adequately. Harpin, for example, follows the tra- 
ditional primary curriculum model of writing, distinguishing 
only the creative and the factual, but admits that this a 
weakness in his work. Categorising types of writing is not 
easy, but there is good evidence to suggest that the type of 
writing attempted has a strong influence on the outcome. 
Above all, research of the kind described above is informative 
and helpful in some ways as a tool for looking with some 
objectivity at children’s writing; but it does not isolate areas 
of difficulty or suggest teaching strategies to promote more 
effective writing. Bearing these points in mind, let us now 
turn our attention to new developments. 


New developments 


I want to suggest that there are three areas in which our 
understanding of writing has grown in recent years. These 
are: 


1 the differences between speech and writing; 

2 the nature and internal organisation of written texts; 

3 the processes of writing — and concomitant with this, the 
appreciation that for the purposes of teaching, the 
process is of prior importance to the product. 


Speech and writing 
A study of how speech and writing have been viewed by 
linguistics provides an interesting, albeit indirect, perspective 
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on the development of linguistics as a discipline. Schafer 
(1981) offers a useful historical survey in which he shows ba 
the founding fathers of modern linguistics, de Saussure an 
Bloomfield, reacting against the total neglect of speech in n 
pre-existing traditions of rhetoric and grammar, asserted ne 
primacy of speech. This emphasis was clearly crucial to the 
emerging discipline of linguistics, but has led to some strange 
distortions. One of these is the belief that (to use Bloomfield’s 
words) ‘writing is merely a way of recording language by 
means of visible marks’, with the implication that it 15, 
therefore, an inferior mode of communication. Another 1s 
that the methodology of transformational grammarians has 
obscured the need for investigation of speech-writing differ- 
ences. By dealing only with idealised language instances F 
speech purged of irregularities such as hesitations or refor- 
mulations, of dialectal variation and of context-dependent 
features — they removed the necessity to account for 
differences between the two modes. 

However, the increasing interest in discourse and e 
analysis over the last ten years has sharpened awareness O 
some crucial differences. This is because the emphasis has 
shifted from idealised language data to an examination O 
language-in-use. 

I shall isolate six points of difference that seem tonne 
important to our appreciation of why it is that children 
normally find writing difficult. In this discussion I am Me i 
for granted certain obvious features. These include T 
different rates of production for speech, and writing» es 
degree of standardisation in writing as opposed to speech K é 
the absence in writing of intonational features that can on y 
be compensated for by sentence patterns which provide a 
degree the emphases more readily available in speech. (9° 


also Stubbs, 1980.) 


ne i a a in 
Planning in speech and writing. In speech, particularly 
: i à Ee e 
informal conversation, we plan at the point of utteranc S 
hence the hesitations, false starts, reformulations and sO 
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that are part and parcel of the nature of speech and that 
deviate in frequency only when speech becomes either highly 
formalised (i.e. ‘frozen’, as Joos (1967) calls it) or highly 
intimate. Equally, much conversation has a regular pattern to 
it. Sinclair and Coulthard (1975) show that much of a child’s 
experience of language in the classroom, in terms of teacher- 
pupil exchanges, is marked by a pattern of Initiation — 
Response — Feedback. The teacher asks the questions; the 
pupil supplies the answer; the teacher makes a confirming or 
dismissive comment or gesture. 

Within this pattern, the responsibility for planning the 
shape of the discourse rests with the dominant partner — the 
teacher. So the pupil needs merely to work within the 
constraints of the set pattern and is usually concerned, in 
terms of planning, with the content of the utterance, not with 
its form. Even in less formalised exchanges, there is a high 
degree of mutuality in the development of a discourse which 
provides a considerable degree of support for the child. 

By contrast, the writer is in sole control of the planning of 
the text. He or she has to generate both questions and 
answers, and in a well-organised text it is the generating of 
questions that is the most difficult task. These questions are 
not, of course, part of the finished text, but are internalised 
agencies in planning. Widdowson (1983) suggests that this 
planning process can be seen as a ‘covert interaction’ in which 
the writer plays the role of both the initiator and recipient of 
the discourse (i.e. speaker and hearer). The initiating, 
moreover, is not simply a matter of beginning the text, but of 
initiating each new unit of the text in a way that has regard 
both for what precedes and for what a reader needs to know. 


Process of production. | have already suggested that in speech 
we normally plan at the point of utterance and that is 
evidenced in those typical features of speech which appear so 
surprising and, indeed, shocking to people inspecting trans- 
cripts for the first time. For instance, this is a transcript of the 
opening moments of a small group discussion of a poem 
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(Postscript by Louis MacNeice). The participants are first- 
year college students. (I have added a minimum of punctu- 
ation, thus (?) or . . . indicates a pause.) 


Now we'll start at the beginning which is... er. . that 
f-f-first two lines which is probably the most obvious 
well I think so anyway ... er... mm when he says we 
were children words were coloured . . . er . ..and then in 
brackets . . .er . . . just as an aside sort of thing harlot and 
murder were dark purple why is harlot and especially 
murder dark purple(?) is that any reference to blood(?) 
(several voices) 


Ea I think 

D. blood’s not purple is it(?) 

(laughter) 

C. Jeremy’s is 

I mine is 

D. thought it was red 

S; mixture of blue blood and ordinary blood 

D. I would say... well... purple’s s’posed to 
be royal anyway 

C. and S. yeh... mm 

G but that might it of course the fact that. - + 
yeh... that... mm 

Ts I was saving myself for that one 

(laughter) 

S: that they were idealised I 

G no(.) that yeh... that they were... no.. + 
wonder if it’s purple royal it wasn’t in contact 
with him it was something royal(.) you wn 
how royal things are out of contact with ordi- 
nary people... mm 

S yeh but 

D. yeh 

G there were things that he only heard about 


; X -> tainted 
from a distance(.) he wasn’t actually tainte 
by things like harlot 
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ale yeh but why throw it in as an aside sort of 
thing in brackets 

G yeh 

il I think it’s more or less to — to... say you 
know ...er... the... sort of colour scheme 


for various feelings 


Three things stand out clearly that are relevant to the 
present discussion. First, there is a great deal of hesitancy and 
reformulation going on. The reformulations are there because 
there is a ferment of thought in process, demanding words. 
The thoughts are subject also to refinement within the 
dynamic of the group. Second, no statement is fully preconsi- 
dered. In a small group discussion, it would be inappropriate 
and wasteful of valuable opportunities for interactive learning 
if the participants sat in silence sorting out a considered 
statement which each delivered when ready. Also there would 
be no meeting of minds in such a procedure. Finally, the 
impetus of the discussion is both forward and circular but not 
in neat and tidy movements. There is no striving towards an 
authoritative statement. Revisions of ‘untidy’ utterances tend 
in themselves to be untidy too. This, of course, gives rise to 
the often-remarked feature of discussions that, while their 
coherence will be clear to the participants, they are far from 
clear to the detached viewer/reader looking at a transcript and 
not in tune with the immediate situation. 

If, then, we revise speech as we go along — just prior in fact 
to the production of the sound stream — the production 
process in writing is much more complex. To point the 
contrast, we can look at the process of written production in 
action through a piece of writing by a 10 year old, Thomas. 
Initially we have a set of notes (see figure 5.1). It is the first 
stage ofa lengthy process of writing. The work that prompted 
the writing began when the teacher brought into the class (a 
combined J3/J4 class) a piece of driftwood she had been 
given. Over a period of time, groups of children examined the 
wood, looking at its texture and shape, measuring it and 


examining samples of the wood and other matter attached to 
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off ith tay Inch wide and a inch long 


i alural 
T has been brok e oF throws (ane the 
Labo y4 Side er. Testu! 
Tie ie a ; we ing 


through Fhe hele 
B ONG: cet, a the 


x bce litle plai en, w the wood 
a T. Ro h tea tue omv pena te sardi 
Rash in a ae 


X Uthe sando” wont Whe SORE under Uhe 


mictescepe iFall 
yi u whols n wood $e has Little holes 
ae Boe 
msl Something bax been 7 
turn round the Se aa Ree hi Ta 
x12 Chere ore b rowa sobhal, on 


Figure 5.1 


the wood under the microsco a 
they did this. sT 
There are some points of interest in Thomas’s more> oe 
each he jots down an initial point — ‘1. new piece of Ei 4 
been broken off; 2. bolt by the hole; 3. cloth on woog; k 
mucels (sic) inside shells’; and so on. On each of these Po 
he is able to expand as the result of more detailed obser n 
into which he also introduces his own speculations, as sihe 
has been broke of [sic] through a natural cause because © set 
texture’. It is because he is concerned only with a pavis Bie 
of notes that he is able to enrich his initial comments in sak 
way. He is also able at a later stage to add bits of language “tot 
move his notes towards sentence form — ‘There is a’ 


es 
pe. They made rough not 
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instance, in point 1. From the teaching point of view, it is 
worth noting that Thomas is not under the pressure that 
children normally face in school of having to get their first 
thoughts down on paper in a finished, final form. As he adds 
detail he records it simply to his own satisfaction and in a 
form adequate to his own purposes. He is able, also, to work 
on his notes towards a more publicly acceptable form of 
language. But he does not have to cope with all of this all at 
once. 

The next stage is shown in figure 5.2. Thomas had decided 
that in his piece of writing he would set out his speculations 
on the history of the piece of wood. The piece starts quite 
confidently as a ‘narrative with an elaborated setting’ (I am 
using the terminology of Labov and Waletsky, 1967). When 
he comes to the first dramatic event he appears to be reaching 
towards a dramatic present here comes but is constrained by 
the prevailing past tense of the narration. The playing with 
words to achieve effect in the description of the progress of 
the wave is fascinating. And in the last section of the piece, 
because he knows that he is writing a draft, Thomas is able to 
add detail, to experiment with his choice of words, to cut out 
and to insert. This is, indeed, a valuable example of a young 
writer thinking on paper. The process, it should be clear, is 
very much more than ‘recording language by means of visible 
marks’. ‘ 

Here is Thomas’s final piece, which is presented in 
type because the original was written on a large piece of paper 
and integrated with a beautiful line drawing of the piece of 
wood. Along with other contributions from the class, it was 
mounted for display in the school. The whole process lasted, 
intermittently, for several days. 


A piece of wood 

The harbour wall was made of solid concrete in fact the 
only thing that wasn’t concrete was the wood that ran 
down the harbour wall. The waves were crashing down 
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Figure 5.2 Wave breaker 
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rising into the air, then crashing against the water below, 
spreading the beach with a white spray. Further up the 
beach it was all quiet the thing there was a line of wave 
breakers. they all looked the same, they all had iron 
stakes in, they were there to strengthen the breaker in 
case a big wave came. Another thing they all had were 
mussels, everywhere you looked on a breaker there were 
clusters of mussels. All the time the tide was coming and 
now was smashing against the wave breakers, but here 
came a big wave. It started out as a little ripple in the sea 
then it became an enormous wave it rose into the air then 
smashed against the breaker, the breaker broke into two. 
After that the tide went slowly out, with it the piece of 
wood. The wood floated for many weeks, through the 
many days at sea many things happened like the strange 
shape it had formed from being slashed off by the sea. 
The sea had worn little ruts in the wood and barnacles 
were clinging to it everywhere. As it floated some plants 
became caught in the wood and the roots inbeded 
themselves and began to grow there. Also the wood 
formed a very strange texture, it is very rough in patches 
and there are lots of tiny holes in the wood where worms 
had tunnelled there before it was broken off. The wood 
finally landed on a beach in Hornsea where a man picked 
it up and drove off with it. 


Not every piece of work a child undertakes needs to 
proceed through successive stages of drafting. There are many 
children, for example, who are able and fluent story writers. 
For them the demand to draft or revise a long story would be 
wholly inappropriate. Moreover, if we make indiscriminate 
use of drafting, if it is invariably or artificially imposed, it may 
well lead to a child’s interest in writing declining. This must 
be avoided at all costs. 

We should also remember that just as not every piece of 
writing need go through one or more stages of drafting, so 
some pieces of writing need not be pursued to a finished 
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stage. It will depend on the purpose of, and audience for, the 
writing. It is also worth noting that there are several teaching 
points that could usefully be made at a draft stage in Thomas’s 
work, notably the need to review the time sequence of the 
verbs in the penultimate sentence. 


The remaining points must be considered more briefly. 


The text and the context. I suggested that the transcript of the 
discussion of Postscript is difficult to comprehend, yet the 
discussion was a perfectly intelligible, even exhilarating, 
experience for the participants. The question of context has a 
lot to do with this. Speech is constrained by the situation in 
which it is produced and needs only to be appropriate to it. 
The degree of constraint and of dependency varies with the 
type of communicative context. Writin 
communicate beyond 

unknown audience, In 
free. This is apparent in 
in speech and writing. I 
words such as the demo 
Pronouns, he, she, it to 


an account of a woodwork 
it I used glue and a tennon 
had not been established 
such as My letter-rack then 
lear. Such ‘context-bound’ 


n speaking and on writing and build 


these perceptions into their teaching strategies, 


The syntax of speech and writing. One of the most dramatic 
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areas of difference between speech and writing is found in the 
typical syntax of the two modes. Kress (1982) states the 
position clearly: 


The sentence is not a unit of typical spoken language. The 
sentence belongs to writing, forming there the basic unit 
of textual structures. The sentence may occur in speech 
as a borrowing from the syntax of writing, but 
speech, typically, is organised on the basis of clausal 
complexes which are not sentences. They may be long 
chains of clauses linked by co-ordination or simply by 
being adjoined. While the sentence typically is a 
structure of main and subordinated and embedded 
clauses, the clausal complex is typically an aggregate 
rather than a syntactic structure. 


The insistence in this quotation on typicality shows that the 
difference is not an absolute one in the sense that speech has 
one grammar and writing another. It is rather that there is a 
fundamental difference in the distribution of syntactic fea- 
tures between the two modes. Speech tends to loosely 
co-ordinated structures; writing to hierarchically organised 
structures. This is of great significance to our understanding 
of children as writers. It means, for instance, that learning to 
write is, in part, a process of coming to understand the nature 
of the sentence as a linguistic unit. 

A careful look, for instance, at the way that punctuation is 
used in the final version of A Piece of Wood suggests that 
there is some loosely conceived principle of grouping 
together thematically related information or events rather 
than any rigorous application of sentence delineation accord- 
ing to syntactic groupings. 


Reductionism and elaboration. Closely related to the ques- 
tion of syntax is another feature of difference that has only 
recently become clear, as linguists have studied ‘real’ as 
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opposed to idealised language data. Descriptions of conversa- 
tional exchanges usually draw attention to what linguists term 
‘ellipsis’. Halliday and Hasan (1976) define it thus: An 
elliptical item is one which, as it were, leaves specific 
structural slots to be filled from elsewhere.’ Typically, we 
find ellipsis occurring in exchanges like this: 


Are you going to the theatre tonight? 
No. Tomorrow. 


Tomorrow is usually explained as J am going to the the- 
atre tomorrow but with all the slots elided except the ad- 
junct tomorrow. It may, however, be more useful to think of 
No. Tomorrow. as the norm for conversational speech; that is, 
to accept that in informal speech there is an inherent tendency 
to a reductionism by which we say only that which 1s 
necessary to effective communication. It is, then, not so much 
a case of ellipsis Occurring in informal speech as of writing 
requiring a degree of elaboration that is not necessary in 
informal speech. Again, I would suggest that the degree of 
elaboration required in written text is a feature children need 
to come to terms with at school. It is a way of thinking and 


expressing oneself in language that is radically different from 
conversational speech. 


Speech, writing and audience. 


- Where there appears to be a 


usually appreciated pretty well in- 
stantaneously because the speaker receives immediate feed- 
back from the conversational partner, Writers, however, do 


comments post-publication, Nevertheless, at the point of 
writing, their Perception of their readership is an important 
facet of their ability as writers. Moffett (1968) relates the 
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development of reader-awareness in children to a general 
developmental tendency he terms ‘decentring’ — a move away 
from a preoccupation with the self, the present and the 
immediate. The notion of reader-awareness seems to me 
much more powerful than Britton’s audience categories, 
which are difficult to verify and have no validity outside the 
school context. 


The organisation of written text 


I have suggested that one of the difficulties facing a writer is 
the posing of questions that in a sense underpin the surface of 
the text. That is only part of the story. The statement begs the 
question of what form these questions should take. Clearly 
there is a difference between a story or personal reminiscence 
on the one hand, where the obvious question is ‘What 
happened next?’, and, on the other hand, an essay on 
‘Democracy versus Dictatorship’. In the latter case there is no 
clear set of questions to be asked, though they might include 
‘What is democracy? How does it differ from dictatorship? 
What are the advantages/disadvantages of either?’ Inherent in 
the type of question posed is a fundamental distinction 
between two major forms of organisation of written texts — 
the time-related and the non-time-related. 


Time-related organisation. Text organisation is an area of 
study very much in its infancy, yet interesting pointers are 
emerging both in relation to reading and to writing (see, for 
instance, Byron et al., 1981 and Hoey, 1983). My own 
investigation into the organisation of written texts at lower 
secondary level (Harris, 1980) points to the occurrence of a 
range of sharply differentiated linguistic features that vary not 
so much with subject areas but with what appear to be 
fundamental text types. As yet, however, no rigorous 
taxonomy of text types is available, let alone describable in 
terms of typical linguistic features. What follows is offered as 
a tentative approach, but one that has already proved useful to 


teachers. 
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1 Fictional narrative. Unless a writer chooses to nan 
late a narrative for particular effects, such as using i= aa 
the progression of events in a narrative text Lae Se 
progression of events in the imagined world of “ ae 
Young children appear to acquire a ee ron 
comparatively early and are able to deal with the sequ a: 
with reasonable success — i.e. the initial events are a 
initially in the text and so on. Later sophistications follow, 
such as balance between more and less essential rai 
between setting and events and, ultimately, the plotting T 
events to form some overall shape and to give a sense 0 
resolution to the narrative. Fictional narratives, then, are an 
obvious example of time-related writing. 

2 Personal narratives, Personal narratives or short ae 
biographical pieces function Organisationally in much the 
same way as fictional narratives, except that the writer 1$ 
constrained by existential rather than imagined events. Yet i 
both types of narrative the basic question the writer has to as 


: ` soe ? 1 
to establish the next unit of text is What happened next? 
start, for example, with an initial event: 


: ‘ t 
Yesterday, I arrived home Just after dark. It was a wets 
blustery evening. 


The second sentence consti 
the time elements establish 
know what to write next? 
and if it is significant to th 


. i A 
tutes part of the setting along Pi 
ed in the first sentence. How do 


I ask myself what happened next 
e narrative, 


I felt in my pocket for my door key. 
What happened next? 


I could not find it. 


At this minimal | 


At this 1 evel, narrative js Organisationally simple and, 
linguistically, cohesi 


ion will tend to be established by time 
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clauses (when . . .), time connectors (next . . .) and pronomi- 
nalisations (John... be, or door-key... it, in the last 
example). Problems are likely to occur if there are several 
‘actors’ in the story — if, that is, the story is about Tom, Dick 
and Harry, rather than just William, for then simple 
pronominalisation is not always possible without ambiguity. 
Crystal (1979) demonstrates this in his valuable analysis of a 
piece of personal reminiscence by a 9 year old. 

3 Quasi-narrative. Interestingly enough, there are several 
types of writing commonly practised in school that are 
organised on a time-related basis, yet are not strictly 
narratives. Descriptions of historical events, of scientific 
processes, of processes related to home economics or craft, 
design and technology work, for instance, all require that the 
writer recalls ‘what happened next’ or, in a generalising sense, 
‘what happens next’. 


Non-time-related. What happens, however, when the ‘What 
happened next?’ question is not appropriate? Certainly there 
will be no ground-plan in reality to which the writer can refer 
to discover a basis for organising the text. Some non-time- 
related texts are organised on a classificatory basis, some on a 
comparison-contrast, others on a hypothesising basis. (For a 
discussion of the linguistic features of comparison-contrast 
see Hoey, 1983, and Harris, 1980, 1985, in press). Several 
analysts have also shown that a ‘problem-solution’ pattern is 
commonly found, particularly in scientific texts. Such a 
pattern, however, may be organised on a time-related basis. 

An example may serve best at this stage to illustrate 
something of the range of problems often encountered by 
pupils when composing non-time-related texts. 

The example for analysis from an organisational perspec- 
tive is a piece of fourth year secondary biology writing. The 
task set was to write an essay on Reflex Actions and, as a rider, 
to include an account of the reflex pathway followed when a 
person puts a hand on a pin. It is, incidentally, interesting to 
note that such a hybrid form (two separate topics in one 
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e 

“essay’) is highly typical of the school essay and, at ese 

time, highly untypical of anything found Eee 

iting. Here is the text in full. It is a particula a cake 

a compared with those produced by other sea > “i 
group who were set the task. The sentences are number 


i i etween 
ease of reference. (Paragraph indentations occur b 
sentences 6 and 7 and 7 and 8.) 


1 


Reflex actions are processes which occur ape 
body and are important to us in that they someti 
Prevent us being seriously injured, eee 
A reflex action is a response to a stimulus which occ z 
extremely quickly and does not require conscio 


thought. 
This is because the impul 


only to travel to the spinal cord and not the brain. : 
Some reflex actions have to be learnt such as tying 
shoe lace, chewing a pencil under stress and ib 
nails, but others come naturally from the men DE 
are born like digestion, breathing and jerking our big 


to 
toe out of the bath water when we have forgotten 
turn the cold tap on, 


This latter fact forms the 

categories of reflex actio 
ese are: 

(a) conditioned which must be | 

habits, personal to oursel 


A Š 5 i to 
(b) inborn which are instinctive and common 
everyone. 


‘ e 
ses from the stimulus hav 


ETA o 
dividing line between the tw 
n. 


f 
earnt and are ou 
ves; 


very rapidly alo 


e 
; ng the sensory nerv 
towards the spinal cord, 
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10 It enters the spinal cord through the dorsal root of the 
spinal nerve from where it passes through the white 
matter and into the grey matter. 

11 Here, the impulse jumps across the synapse between 
the sensory neurone and the connector neurone via the 
acetyl choline in the middle. 

12 The same chemical is responsible for transferring the 
impulse to the neurone. 

13 The motor neurone then leads the impulse out of the 
grey matter, the white matter and the ventral root of 
the spinal nerve. 

14 The impulse finally arrives at the biceps by means of 
the motor end plate. 

15 It causes the muscle to contract and hence the hand is 
pulled away from the pin. 


The first major point is that the text is basically in two parts: 
sentences 1-6 and sentences 7-15. The first part is organised 
on a non-time-related basis, the second part is basically 
time-related in that the principle for determining the content 
of any subsequent sentence is ‘what does the nervous impulse 
do next?’ The time-related organisation is realised, in part, 
through the use of temporal connectors then, then and finally. 
In essence, the description of the reflex pathway is a miniature 
narrative but generalised as a typical activity by the use of the 
present tense whereas a fictional narrative is almost invariably 
reported in the past tense. 

In common also with the simple narrative is the use of 
pronominalisation for mentions, subsequent to the initial one, 
of the main agent of the action — here the nervous impulse 
which is replaced by it. The exception to this is in sentences 
11-14 where we find the locational reference bere and 
functional reference the same chemical is responsible for... 
This point is highly significant and not just in relation to the 
text under discussion. 

At one extreme, the description of the reflex pathway can 
be regarded as an account of a ‘real-time’ journey of the 
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impulses from the pain receptor along the sensory fibres to 
the spinal cord and back along the motor fibres to the biceps 
muscle. At the other extreme, we may consider the required 
description (which is, after all, that of a pathway, not a 
Journey) to be locational and functional. In simple abstract 
form these two extremes may be represented thus: 


1 Real-time journey of impulse = a, where x, y and z 
represent parts of the nervous system. 


a stimulated by pain — along x > through y — returns 
along z > muscle 


2 Locational and functional pain produces a by effector 
w; wis linked to x; x is connected to y; y performs such 
and such a function; z is connected to y and linked to 
muscle; x, y and z constitute the pathway for a. 


In essence, number 1 is no differ 


ent to the way we habitually 
give directions to peopl 


e. In answer to the question ‘where is 
the White House?’, we tend to respond with a step-by-step 
description of the journey to be taken. We organise our 
answer on a time-related basis. Indeed, it might be ventured 
that whenever there is the possibility we prefer to use this 
basis of organisation, probably because it is intrinsically more 


accessible and more firml 


y established as part of our mental 
‘set’, 


However, the main point of interest is the first part of the 


text. The accompanying table (see table 5. 1) sets out the main 
features of how the text is organised. The crucial point is that 
the non-time-related Organisation requires a conceptual grasp 
of the content and a level of linguistic ability which allows the 
writer to realise the concepts successfully in the text. In this 
ing concept is a classification of 
~ the conditioned (CRA) and the 
are compared — classifications 
ntrasts — and the mechanism of 
wo types (CRAs and IRAs) are 
but always against a further factor. 


inborn (IRA). These two 
involve comparisons and co 
the comparison is that the t 
matched together, 
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Table 5.1 Organisation in the first part of the biology text 


Text item Comment 
Sentence 1 
Reflex Actions are Generalised definition of value of 
processes... RAs to human beings 
Sentence 2 
A Reflex Actionis... Specific definition of the 
operation of aRA 
Sentence 3 
This is because. . . Reason for operation described 
in S2, here separated into a 
further sentence although part of 
the same ‘idea unit’. Sentence 
linkage is realised in a 
sophisticated manner by use of 
nominal This and subordinator 
indicating ‘reason’ 
Sentence 4 
Some Reflex Actions . . . Broad classification established 
but others... by comparison which is realised 


in lexical items some . . . other. 
Difference (contrast) emphasised 
by conjunction but 
Sentence 5 
This latter fact... Principle of categorisation 
signalled by dividing line... 
Sentence 6 
These are (a)... (b)... ..-and realised in two-fold 
definition fulfilling expectation 
set up in $5 
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Conceptually, this is a complex process requiring what Piaget 
termed a ‘formal operational’ stage of cognitive development. 
Linguistically, it requires the ability to deploy a sophisticated 
range of text organisational devices. 

As a comparison, here are two examples from the same 
set of children of how things can go wrong in the 
expression of comparison, 


1 A Reflex Action is a rapid response (automatic) to a 
stimulus by an organ which does not involve the brain 
for its initiation. 

2 Many reflexes involve only the impulse passing through 
the spinal cord, not the brain. 


3 Reflexes control many of our important functions such 
as breathing and digestion. 


Reflex Actions may be inborn, being present at our 
birth already given to us, 


5 They are acquired during an individual’s lifetime. 


In this version the broad categorisation of a) IRAs and b) 
CRAs is not present in the text. However, in $4-5 the contrast 
is implied. They (S5) needs to be understood as replacing 
‘conditioned reflex actions’. As written, the text involves a 


contradiction. They replaces Reflex Actions (S4) to which, in 
fact, it needs to stand in contrast. 


1 A Reflex Action is a 
thought to happen. 

2 It responses [sic] 
quickly, 

3 The quickness of this a 


4 


Process in the body which needs no 
to a stimulus which occurs very 


ction is because the impulses do 
not have to travel to the brain, only the spinal cord. 
Reflex Actions control our natural and important 
functions, e.g. breathing and blinking. 


But other Reflex Actions may be inborn or conditioned. 
These actions have to be learnt. 


And inborn are inst 
The unnatural actio 
biting nails, 


A 


oND 


inctive and common to everyone. 
ns are such as tying a shoe lace and 
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Sentence 5 is the pivot sentence in the comparison: but and 
other are the lexical items that explicitly realise the compari- 
son. However, the two items being compared are both 
present in $5, inborn and conditioned. Consequently, in S6 
the identity signal these, while it should be confirming the 
co-referentiality of actions with ‘conditioned reflex actions’, 
in fact co-refers with other Reflex Actions. 

These last two examples raise important questions of 
assessment. Are we to infer from the texts that the pupils do 
not understand the differences between inborn and con- 
ditioned reflexes? It is, to my mind, probable in both cases 
that it is the written expression of this understanding that is at 
fault. The teaching has given the pupils the necessary facts but 
not the help to consolidate understanding in writing (or 
indeed in talk), nor to master the compositional abilities to 
realise the understanding successfully. 


The process of writing 


It seems beyond question that any sensible approach to the 
teaching of writing has to take account of the process of 
writing. Indeed, one of the most serious deficiencies in much 
classroom practice is the total lack of perception that writing 
can rarely be a once-off activity and, at the same time, a 
successful one. Barnes and Shemilt (1974) term this practice 
first-draft final-draft writing, indicating, memorably, that 
most classroom practice of writing involves a distortion of the 
real-world experience of serious writing. Yet investigations of 
the writing process suggest that there is more than one way to 
salvation and that what suits one pupil may well hinder 
another — the protracted act of discovery and experiment that 
Thomas was engaged in with his piece of wood writings may 
well be a complete turn-off for another child. Because of the 
limitations of research in this difficult area there is a tendency 
in work addressed to teachers for complexities to be 
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overlooked. Marshall (1974), for instance, insists on the 
necessity for a period of ‘scrambling’ (others call it “ges- 
tation’) between the experience or stimulus and the writing. 
More recently, and particularly in America, the i 
drafting approach to teaching writing has become fashiona a 
The terminology is self-explanatory. Pupils are encouraged, 
even expected, to pursue a topic through several drafts before 
editing for publication in whatever local sense this may pia 
At each stage — prior to drafting as well as at the end of eac 
stage of drafting — teachers confer with pupils. The classroom 
becomes a writing workshop. Much of the approach appears 
consistent with our understanding of how mature writers 
function. Yet there are worries. Descriptions of the approach 
betray a degree of systematisation that elevates the system 
above the pupil. It is difficult, too, to see how such an 
approach could be happily integrated into a balanced curricu- 
lum. Writing thus approached becomes an end in itself. Nor is 
it evident that the results are successful. Graves (1983), in 
what purports to be a major study of the conference-drafting 
approach, fails to show the process at work. Nor does he 
consider the possibility that some pupils may find that the 
approach does not work for them. There is, 
a danger in generalising from individual wr 
be that as, perhaps, in the teaching of reading, so in the 
teaching of writing, the real art lies in discerning the approach 
that best suits the individual writer for a particular type of 


compositional task. A genuine collaboration between pupil 
and teacher would then be forged. 


Nevertheless, 


of course, always 
iting. It may well 


it does seem reasonable to suggest that 
teachers need to be aware that when tackling many writing 


tasks pupils will achieve a greater degree of success, both GS 
writers and as learners, if they can work in stages, and if 
within these stages they have sympathetic and informed 
support from both teachers and peers — not, I would insist, 
seeking to impose a preconceived notion of how to plan or 


how to write, but helping pupils to discover what works best 
for them. 
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Conclusions 


I suggested initially that a quiet revolution was taking place in 
the study of writing, so perhaps it will then be a disappoint- 
ment at the end of the chapter to stress that there are no easy 
solutions to*questions of classroom practice. It may be that 
work since the mid-seventies, valuable as much of it is, has in 
fact done no more than to clarify how much more we need to 
investigate and to highlight what we should always have 
known — that writing and the teaching of writing are 
immensely complex activities. Nevertheless, I will venture 
some concluding statements. 

1 The questioning of the place and function of writing in 
both the primary and secondary curricula needs to continue. 
The sheer quantity of writing set in school may well be 
creating unthinking and ineffective writers. 

2 There needs to be greater attention to process in 
writing, though there is a danger that this can become an end 
in itself, (I’m reminded of Grand in Camus’ La Peste who 
spent a life-time refining the opening sentence of his novel!) 
And, certainly, we cannot assume that processes in writing 
are unvarying. A reasonable starting point may be to assume 
that the process will vary for individuals and for different 
types of text. 

3 There needs to be a major initiative to raise conscious- 
ness about the nature of writing and written text. It is 
interesting to see that some developments in reading instruc- 
tion are stressing the need to help pupils cope with text 
organisational problems. There is here a useful area of 
cross-fertilisation between reading and writing which should 
be greatly helpful to pupils as writers. 

4 Teachers as the main providers of response to children’s 
writing need to become better readers. This entails both a 
greater awareness of text features and provision of more time 
for reading. Scan readings alongside the child in the classroom 
probably reveal only deviations such as errors in spelling 
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(automatically condemned, but not analysed) or a 
expressions (usually praised in ‘creative’ work even if highly 
inappropriate to the total effect of the text). ae 

5 There needs to be a greater appreciation that writing is a 
distinct mode of language use. Children have to learn 
competence in this mode in terms of its syntax, its Pe 8 
tional patterns and its contextual constraints — much as i it 
were a second language. Clearly it is not, but the hyperbole is 
a useful corrective to some of the simplistic notions presently 
informing the teaching of writing such as ‘If they have 
something interesting to say, they'll get it down all right. 
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Hearing children read 
Helen Arnold 


It may appear curiously anachronistic to include a chapter on 
‘hearing children read’ in a book which looks forward to 
language and learning in an age of computers and mechanis- 
ation. The title implies an Over-concentration on the minutiae 
of classroom pedagogy when what may be considered really 
important are broad issues of curriculum development. Its 
inclusion may be justified, however, on two main counts. 
Listening to children reading has dominated the early stages 
of reading instruction for several decades, and still does to a 
great extent. More importantly, close examination of the 
practice uncovers fundamental issues which are beginning to 
seep through from the pages of research journals to the 
consciousness of many individual teachers in the classroom, 
and to affect the way they see their role. The strongly held 
belief that the teaching of reading is the sole prerogative of the 
professional (together with a tenacious preservation of its 
mystiques) has been accepted for years. Now the ripples of 
self-doubt have become a groundswell, and it seems worth- 
while te trace why and how radical changes in methodology 
have begun to take effect. This chapter will begin with a brief 
survey of ‘hearing children read’ as it has been popularly 
practised. It will then Suggest influences which have led to its 


reconsideration, finally looking towards future develop- 
ments. 
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Present practice 


Many teachers — and parents — believe that the core of 
mastering reading skill lies only in individual contact between 
adult and child. The text used in this contact is invariably the 
‘basic’ reading scheme, referred to as the ‘reading book’ by all 
concerned. For the child, ‘real’ reading is learnt from this 
particular book. In reality, the exercise is often ritualistic, and 
there is little evidence of genuine learning or teaching during 
the activity, for two main reasons. First, the child rarely 
encounters major difficulties in such reading, as the readabil- 
ity level of the text is supposedly geared to his or her stage of 
development. Second, the teacher is constantly interrupted by 
other children and cannot give full attention to the reader. 
This pattern has been documented in several research 
accounts of the primary classroom (e.g. Boydell 1978, 
Southgate, Arnold and Johnson, 1981). Instances have been 
cited of two or more children (six, in one teacher’s account), 
reading aloud simultaneously to a teacher, each child from a 
different book. More typically, the individual child stands at 
the teacher’s desk, muttering or stentoriously chanting for a 
few minutes, until checked by the ticking of a card which is 
slipped into the reading book at the page he or she has 
reached, or is expected to reach ‘by next time’. Sometimes the 
child is warned not to go beyond the specified page until the 
next interview. 

Margaret Spencer reported on a discussion held at a Schools 
Council Language for Learning Project Conference in 1981, 
when teachers were asked the question ‘Why do we ask 
children to read to us?” Their responses included: 


They may expect it of us. ; 
It is one legitimised occasion of contact with an 


individual child. ‘ ; 
We may think we are monitoring how they are getting 


on. 
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We can ask ourselves if they are getting the meaning. 
We can give the young reader a second opinion on what 
is being read. 


It is evident that the main emphases here are either on the 
value of the practice for checking achievement (from the 
teacher’s angle), or on factors which are not directly related to 
reading at all. The answers reflect the prevailing attitudes 
towards hearing oral reading as a means of practising the skill 
of reading in an asymmetrical relationship, with little 
cognisance of the possibility of sharing the activity 
collaboratively, 

Robin Campbell (1981) has investigated this teacher-child 
interaction. He found that positive feedback was predictably 
given most often for accuracy and quantity of reading. He 
also found that in many instances children were able to 
correct their own errors when their attention was drawn to 
them. When ‘comprehension moves’ were made they were 
most frequently noted at the end of a read, although there was 
often no follow-up on understanding text at all. 

i Gulliver (1979), investigating infant teachers’ assumptions 
in listening to reading, argued that the ploys that teachers 
used in helping children read aloud were patterned by their 
underlying perceptions of reading. Although he found that 
teachers used many different strategies in helping children, 
individuals tended to employ a limited range of reinforce- 
ments and corrections according to whether they thought of 
reading as a ‘word-recognition skill’ or a ‘meaning-getting 
process’. Teachers’ Perceptions about reading instruction 
Pragmatic approach rather than from a 
theoretical background. One teacher described to a group 
how Is fu g he faced his class of first-year 
juniors thinking ‘Reading? What do | do?’ What he did was to 
copy the practices that he observed within his school. He 
after four years’ teaching that he 
t he was doing on the grounds of 
reasing knowledge. Thus it can be 
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seen how a practice which has little educational validity can 
become a universal phenomenon. 

The influences which are changing the practice of hearing 
children read come from several sources, but probably the 
most important is the effect of psycholinguistics, leading to a 
changed concept of the reading process. Frank Smith’s (1971) 
seminal work, Understanding Reading, has been glorified and 
vilified perhaps more than any other book about reading, but 
it has spawned real excitement and self-questioning in 
teachers. The psycholinguist’s interest in the processes at 
work in the reader’s mind, rather than in the text itself, pushes 
into the forefront the need for the active involvement of the 
learner. Reading is a problem-solving activity, necessitating 
an active engagement with the text, an expectation of 
meaning, and the use of all cueing systems — grapho- 
phonemic, syntactic and semantic. Attitudes and motivation 
are more important than the ability to learn and apply rules 
dogmatically. ‘The way in which learning to read is experi- 
enced by the child will determine how he will view learning in 
general, how he will conceive of himself as a person.’ 
(Bettelheim and Zelan, 1982) 

This view of the reading process is beginning to affect the 
nature of listening to children read. First, one begins to 
question the need for frequent rote regurgitation of words 
which lack intrinsic interest. Second, one sees the need to 
observe the act of reading aloud with much more precision, in 
order to diagnose the strategies which the reader is using. It is 
preferable to encourage those strategies which indicate a 
groping after meaning (contextual hypotheses) rather than 
those which show a grasp of surface features only. One does 
this best by collaborating with the child, by discussing his or 
her difficulties and successes, and by talking about the 
contents of the book. So the practice itself becomes useful for 
two different purposes, diagnosis and collaboration, which 
will probably not happen on the same occasion, The 
diagnostic purpose is particularly important and is best 
exemplified by a discussion of miscue analysis. 
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Miscue analysis 


Miscue analysis is a way of listening to children read aloud for 
diagnostic purposes, originated by Kenneth Goodman (1969), 
and incorporating a psycholinguistic approach. The reading 
of a text, which will be difficult enough to produce errors, is 
tape-recorded and the reader’s deviations from the original, 
known as miscues, are coded and analysed. The aim is to find 
how far the reader is using positive strategies, exemplified by 
certain types of miscue. In its original form, it is a 
time-consuming and complicated procedure, but it can be 
simplified so long as the underlying principles are honoured 
(see Arnold, 1982). , 

Doubts have recently arisen as to the value of miscue 
analysis, both in theory and as a viable practice for teachers 
(see, for example, Potter 1980). It remains to a great extent 
subjective and may therefore be open to disagreement in 
analysis. Researchers have found it hard to establish clear 
patterns of development, either in observing one child or in 
comparing different stages of reading mastery. Nor is it clear 
how well strategies shown in silent reading correlate with 
strategies used in reading aloud, a connection which is an 
underlying assumption in miscue analysis. 4 

Despite these doubts, miscue analysis has much that is 
positive to commend it, and its increasing use is producing 
interesting sidelights for both teachers and pupils. Some 
useful generalisations have emerged: 


1 Although individuals vary, 
general developmental patter 
lysis: ? 
(a) About 6+ (reading ability, or RA) — the use of 

context at the expense of Phonics. Children will 
remember and repeat chunks of text, linked with 
‘making up’ parts of 
They begin to remem 


there does seem to be a 
n revealed by miscue ana- 


the story from picture clues. 
ber and use ‘story language’, 
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perhaps from previous stories read to them, and to 
exploit it in ‘reading’ new narrative material. 

(b) About 8-9 (RA) — a preoccupation with the grapho- 
phonemic level, but making many substitutions 
which are syntactically appropriate. An increase in 
self-corrections. Decrease in non-responses. 
About 9+ (RA) — an ability to make substitutions 
which demonstrate cueing on all three levels. An 
increased use of omissions and insertions which do 
not affect the sense, indicating mental processing of 
the text before verbalisation. A decreasing number of 
self-corrections, showing that unconsciously made 
miscues are often semantically acceptable and do not 
need correction. Use of natural intonation rather than 
word-by-word chanting. 

2 Biemiller’s classic research (1970) into the ‘development 
of the use of graphic and contextual information as 
children learn to read’ isolated a plateau at about 8-9 
years when children were shown to over-use the 
grapho-phonemic level. This has been confirmed in 
England; for example by a teacher in Manchester who 
believed it was caused in her sample by a phonic bias in 
the teaching. The same tendency to concentrate on 
grapho-phonemic cues has, however, been demonstrated 
by other children who had not had predominantly 
phonic training. Much appears to rest on the attitudes of 
the children themselves. At this age they tend to think 
that the way into reading must be by ‘sounding the word 
out’, and that ‘guessing’ is wrong. Whether their 
attitudes derive partly from the emphasis given to 
reading aloud is not proven. ; 

3 Miscue analysis shows that although children attach 

a e grapho-phonemic level, many of 

them do not actually use phonic tactics well. They 

frequently equate the first phoneme only with the 
graphic display, and then apply configuration and 
context cues, or merely wild guessing, to the rest of the 


(c 


Na 


great importance to th 
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word. As Potter (1980) points out, it is difficult to 
differentiate from analysis how far morphemic or 
graphic cueing has influenced the response to the end of : 
word. We do see, however, through the examination O 
miscues, that children could become more consciously 
aware of the strategies they are actually using, rather than 
those which they (and the teacher) think they are viae, 

4 Different strategies are often seen at work in children o 
different chronological ages but with the same reading 
age. Less able older readers tend to perseverate with 
grapho-phonemic approximations, whereas the younger, 
better readers use more mature strategies. This has been 
interestingly investigated by Francis (1982). 

5 When children are asked for free recall of what they have 
just read, (advocated by Goodman, 1969), younger 
children often read a difficult passage fluently, but are 
unable to tap the different levels of meaning (see below). 


Teachers in the classroom are more likely to use miscue 
analysis for individual diagnosis rather than for the detection 
of broad developmental patterns. Considering the time it 
takes initially to carry out an analysis, it is quite surprising 
that a great deal of interest has been aroused. The reason may 
lie in what happens to the teachers themselves when they first 
encounter it, rather than in the use they make of it directly 
with children over a long period. Experience on inservice 
courses and in initial training shows that the real advantages 
go beyond hearing the individual child read. 

Miscue analysis seems to affec 
approach their practice in a qu 
involves looking at text and response on the three different 
linguistic levels, teachers find themselves thinking and talking 
about language itself quite differently. They argue with each 
other about the coding of, for example, substitutions, and 
become consciously aware of the constraints of written 
language. They say that once having used miscue analysis, 


they internalise its approach, and never listen to a child read 
in the same way again. 


t the way in which teachers 
ite radical way. Because it 
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When recall is added to the analysis, they see that there are 
many discrepancies between apparent fluency in oral reading 
and real understanding. They notice that, even more 
puzzlingly, a child may stumble in reading aloud and yet 
recall with accuracy and insight. The problem-solving nature 
of reading and the complexities of the process are highlighted. 

So the influence on teachers’ attitudes is probably greater 
than any immediate action taken as a result of analysing one 
child’s miscues. In the long run, this less obvious influence of 
miscue analysis may cause great change in the primary 
classroom. 

The fundamental interest of Kenneth Goodman and the 
psycholinguists in miscue analysis is in the extent to which 
children bring sense to their reading. His overall question is 
‘Do the miscues affect the meaning of the whole passage?’ 
Bettelheim and Zelan (1982) take a different tack, and ascribe 
oral reading errors to deeper causes, arising from subcon- 
scious feelings. Negative mistakes, they say, arise from 
boredom with banal material. Controversially, they explore 
substitutions psycho-analytically, giving examples of cases 
where children make deviant responses, not because they do 
not know the original words, but because they do not want to 
say them. For example, they describe a child reading the 


following passage from ‘Black Beauty’: 


Then someone ran to our master’s house and came back 
with a gun; presently there was a loud bang and a 
dreadful shriek, and then all was still; the black horse 


moved no more. 


The girl read ‘deadful’ for ‘dreadful’. Asked what had 
happened, she answered: ‘The horse was shot because it had a 
broken leg.’ ‘Since the horse was shot’, we replied, ‘its shriek 
certainly was deadful.’ In reaction to this, she looked at the 
text and said ‘Oh, no, it says “dreadful”.’ (p. 166). 

Bettelheim and Zelan suggest that the child’s feeling for the 
event and for language was so strong that she was able to 


invent a new word spontaneously. 


120 Helen Arnold 


This approach may seem far-fetched, and there is a danger 
of reading too much of significance into oral reading errors. It 
does however underline what is now generally accepted, that 
motivation and attitudes — the affective dimension — are as 
important, if not more so, than intellectual aspects in learning 
to read. e 

Miscue analysis, therefore, gives insight into a variety of 
strategies, and is most valuable for helping teachers to become 
aware of the complexities of the reading process. Where we 
have probably not exploited it sufficiently as yet is in bringing 
children — the readers themselves — into ensuing discussions. 
There are possibilities for encouraging pupils to listen to their 
own reading on tape, and to discuss what is going on, with the 
aims of helping them toward cognitive clarity and the 
expression of their feelings about the text. It is debatable how 
far young readers should be automatising the reading skill, or 
attempting to think about it as a conscious act. To the extent 
that we isolate and concentrate on phonic rules we seem to 
encourage only awareness of the surface features of written 
language. It seems to be just as important to show the child 
what is happening when he or she makes an ‘informed’ 
contextual guess in reading. 

One of the less direct influences of miscue analysis, 
therefore, is that ‘listening to reading’ becomes a shared 
enterprise rather than an asymmetrical tester-testee situation. 
If responses are triggered by all sorts of psychological factors, 
it is interesting and rewarding to find out more about these by 


discussion. Margaret Meek and a group of teachers (Meek, 
1983) made a longitudinal study 


themselves and older backward 
conclusion that the greatest progress was made when the 
teachers managed to pass the ‘initiative for learning’ over to 
the pupils, despite the fact that they were self-confirmed 
‘failures’. They Proposed that more open-ended questioning 
and more pupil talk were vital in reading acquisition. They 
realised that the activity could not be subsumed into a set of 
procedures which would be valid in every case — ‘the rationale 


of the interaction between 
readers, and came to the 
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for the teaching of reading is always in evolution for the 
teacher.’ (p. 222) 

The elicitation of free recall after oral reading supports their 
suggestions, as it gives fascinating insights into the thought 
processes of the readers. The art of expanding limited recall 
by asking leading, open-ended questions is a subtle one. The 
teacher must be careful not to impose his or her own 
framework of response on what has been read. As older 
children begin to make fewer mistakes on the surface level, 
their ability to tap levels of meaning becomes the most 
important element in their reading. Two responses to the 
passage below (approximately 11 year reading level) are 
worth discussing in this context. 


The Sportsman (Arnold, 1984) 


I know that if you are going to be really good at sport 
you have to concentrate on it completely and give up all 
your spare time and energy to it. At seven years old I 
determined to be a great footballer. I thought I had the 
right build for it, and my footwork at that age was pretty 
neat. I practised so hard that several windows of the 
house were broken, and my ball was confiscated for a 
week, which broke the concentration as well as the 
window. 

By the time I was ten, swimming had become my 
main occupation, and I spent most of my time butter- 
flying across the pool, swallowing large gulps of water in 
my excitement. Unfortunately I dived in one day 
without realising that the pool had been emptied (I am 
short-sighted), and although my head turned out to be 
harder than the pool bottom, it seemed to dampen my 


enthusiasm for the sport. 
At twelve, I acquired a snooker table, and became 


cross-eyed as I perfected my strokes. The shock of 
finding out, when I finally persuaded a partner to play 
with me, that I was colour-blind, put paid to my dreams 


of a misspent youth. 
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I have now discovered how to be really good at sports 
without any exertion at all. I sit in front of the television 
and impress my girl-friend by pointing out all the faults 
of the players; it is much more comfortable and less 


dangerous than participation, and my girl-friend thinks I 
am wonderful. 


MICHAEL (chronological age 9.3) 


Michael: 


Teacher: 


Michael: 
Teacher: 


Michael: 
Teacher: 
Michael: 


It’s about sportsman and when he was seven he 
was a good football player and then when I was 
about ten or eleven I went swimming and then 
when I was about eleven I dived in without any - 
um — with no water in the pool so I got 
eye-sighted and then, when I was about fourteen 
it was I played snooker and I had to do the 
strokes really good because I was eye-sighted. 
But weren’t you something else as well? No? Go 
on, tell me about how you finished off then. 
And then my girl-friend said I was wonderful. 
Why? What did you decide to do in the end? Did 


you become a sportsman eventually? 
Yes. 


Did you? 
Yes. 


JEREMY (chronological age 8.8) 


Jeremy: 


Teacher: 


Jeremy: 


Teacher: 


A sportsman — 


you have to be good at things, à 
football player 


you have to be good at passing 
and good at things, Playing snooker you have to 
be good at your shots and pot the ball — 

Try to tell about the story you have read. Who 
was the person in the story. 

The person who was talking in the story was 
trying things out and playing things. Trying all 
the things he could do — looking up how to do 
them. 


What else? What did he find out in the end? 
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Jeremy: He found he was going colour-blind and cross- 
eyed so he tried to — 

Teacher: What sports did he try? 

Jeremy: Tried swimming, football, he tried snooker and 
eventually he got a partner for snooker. He found 
his best sport was — he tried to watch sports and 
tell people about them. 

Teacher: And who did he tell? 

Jeremy: He told his girl-friend about them and all the 
faults they had made. 

Teacher: So did he actually become a sportsman? 

Jeremy: No, he didn’t become a sportsman. 

Teacher: So the story really tells us what? 

Jeremy: What he was doing to try to become a sportsman. 

Teacher: But he didn’t? 

Jeremy: He didn’t. 


It is interesting to trace the different ways in which these 
children attempt to synthesise the text, both of them with a 
basis of good oral reading. We can detect how much further 
the second boy has gone in overall grasp and in sticking to his 
convictions about what he has read — and in his desire to bring 
his own generalisations about sport into the dialogue. 
Incidentally, all the children who read this passage were 
confused about the nature of colour-blindness and short- 
sightedness. More importantly, none of them spontaneously 
reflected the irony or the exaggerations of the passage in their 
recall. Only through such discussions can we begin to probe 
the ways in which a satisfying and total response gradually 
emerges, 


Parental co-operation 


The necessity for longer periods with individual readers has 
begun to affect the organisation of reading in the classroom; 
the teacher finds that he or she needs more time. This may 
have partly contributed to the next important influence which 
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has been brought to bear on hearing children read — the move 
ards parental involvement. eae 

et in the past teachers held on to the saci ton 
of hearing children read as their specialist preserve, they have 
now realised that perhaps their professionalism lies gooey: 
Many ventures have been documented since the Ben i 
Experiment’ was described by Peter Wilby in the on a 
Times (29 March 1981, p. 33). Parents have in some cases ie 
asked to take over the practice of hearing their children rea 

almost exclusively, either at home or in school. This has ae 
resulted in the parents themselves becoming more wight 

in reading, and in their becoming more aware of t : 
problem-solving nature of the process. It has had the age 

freeing teachers to concentrate on functional reading. 3 
partnership has been almost entirely fruitful. In a usefu 
publication from the Reading Centre at Reading Uyas a 
Root (1983) describes the response to an article she Fi 
written in Child Education. Forty schools responded, G 
praising parental involvement. Most of the schools welcome 

parents hearing children read, from once or twice weekly bo) 
nightly. The co-operation was often reinforced by discussion 
and carefully constructed advice sheets. ‘Parent help allows 
for more reading aloud time and liberates the teacher to do 
more diagnostic work.’ (Root, 1983) Root’s book describes 


Sima Sire : : ; their 
how parents’ attitudes, initially influenced mainly by th 
own memories of school learning ( 


repetition of a book till learned 
accuracy), changed radically, 


E RT 
for example, insiste a 
» Over-emphasis on WO 


Reading schemes 


Another aspect of parental involvement leads to consideration 
of the last influence on change in listening to children read. 
Many parents who began to work with their children 
complained that the basic schemes they brought home to read 
were inane, and they subsequently began to share in the 
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choice of books within the classroom. The practice of hearing 
children read has invariably been closely linked with the 
universal use of basic reading schemes. Miscue analysis has 
made teachers aware of the paucity of language of many of the 
early readers, and the near-impossibility of utilising the 
syntactic and semantic cueing systems with ‘Up, Janet, up!’ or 
‘Can Nan fan a pan?’ The desire to get away from an 
extrinsically motivated mastery of skill at the expense of 
meaning has led them to question the necessity of graded 
readers. Freer schemes which incorporate well-written chil- 
dren’s literature (Cliff Moon’s Kaleidoscope packs (1981), for 
instance), have shown that the prop of carefully-controlled 
vocabulary is illusory. The use of schemes has led to an 
_over-emphasis on the skill of decoding words. The text is 
usually artificial and detached from children’s experience of 
spoken language, since readability criteria are based on 
frequent repetition of words, short sentences, and a very 
limited vocabulary. Bettelheim and Zelan (1982) demonstrate 
how vocabulary load in readers has actually diminished across 
the years: First readers in the 1920s contained on average 645 
different words; in the 1930s 460, in the 1940s and 1950s 350 
words. Between 1960 and 1963 pre-primers ranged from 54 to 
83; primers from 113 to 173. Some teachers, even in infant 
classes, report that the rejection of schemes and learning to 
read through real books has been completely successful. 


Communicative reading aloud 


Although the purposes for hearing children read are beginn- 
ing to be more clearly thought out, the use of reading aloud 
for communicative purposes has probably decreased. Indi- 
vidualised learning/teaching methods have led, in some 
schools, to children working silently on their own through- 
out the day. Valuable opportunities for sharing reading 
experiences are not therefore exploited. Initiating situations 
involving reading aloud to others merits consideration, 
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especially as the tape-recorder gives opportunity for storing 
what has been read for transmission at an appropriate ume. 
The usual sequence of reading aloud in order to progress to 
silent reading is in this case reversed — children select and 
prepare, as a result of silent reading, to read aloud to 
others. Opportunities for oral reading arise naturally in the 
course of the day; for instance, in the activity of group 
prediction amongst a small group, each with a copy of the 
same book. When the group comes together to discuss what 
might happen in the ensuing chapter, they return to the words 
of the text to support their evidence. If a group is asked, for 
example, to select what they think are the most exciting, or 
the saddest, or the most mysterious passages, they will 
willingly read and re-read in order to make a programme of 
those passages for the rest of the class, or for younger 
children. 

Hearing children read will change radically in the future, 
because of the influences described. They are already begin- 
ning to affect the pattern of organisation in the classroom. 
‘The school should seek not to make primary reading the 
fetish that is has been. The reading should always be for the 
intrinsic interest or value of what is read . . . it should never 
be thought of as an exercise.’ 


This is not an exhortation by a modern radical, but words 
written by E. B. Huey in 1908! 


Some conclusions 


In summary, the future pattern will probably include the 
following ingredients: 


1 recognition that oral reading and silent reading should 
proceed simultaneously, from entry into school; 

2 longer periods given to individual reading interviews, 
which will necessitate re-organisation of the curriculum, 


with a greater emphasis on group work based on 
collaborative learning; 


Hearing Children Read 129 


3 the group work will have clear outcomes, many of which 
will start with silent reading and result in reading aloud 
for communication; . A 

4 the teaching of phonics will be seen as one possible 


cueing system only, resulting in the use of more 
intrinsically interesting texts which will enable contex- 


tual hypotheses; 


5 the realisation that books as such may be diminishing, 
will demand that other forms of print are incorporated 
into reading aloud in school, for example, from compu- 
ters and tele-text; 


6 the teacher’s professionalism will be accepted as lying in 
the understanding of the reading process and the 
development of the child, and in his or her power to train 


the child to read independently for real purposes as early 
as possible. 
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Information skills through project 
work 


David Wray 


We live in an age of information and an age in which the 
ability to deal with information relevant to one’s purposes is 

ecoming increasingly vital. It is therefore extremely impor- 
tant that such a vital ability should at least begin to be taught 
during the school years. The evidence, however, would 
suggest that in general schools either make little attempt to 
develop this ability in their pupils, or if they do, it is done 
very ineffectively. This is a sweeping assertion, and naturally 
there are some glowing exceptions to this, but the growing 
recent interest in the teaching of information skills, whether 
under the title of study skills or of library-user skills, is 
indicative of a realisation of both a need and a weakness in 
much present educational practice. This chapter will attempt to 
analyse some of the possibilities for the teaching of inform- 
ation skills in the primary school curriculum. It will do this 
through focusing onone particular area of teaching common to 
many primary schools: that of project or topic work. 

In recent years evidence has begun to accumulate that the 
learning Opportunities which project or topic work presents 
are rarely exploited to the full. What commonly seems to 

appen is that project work comes to consist of the 
accumulation of large amounts of haphazard information, 
often copied directly from reference books. This can often 
result in very presentable end-products but, when ques- 
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tioned, the children may have little or no idea of what they 
have learned in the process. This chapter will attempt to 
determine some of the reasons for this state of affairs and then 


will go on to suggest ways in which teachers can overcome 
these problems. 


Some reasons for ineffective project work 


There seem to be two basic reasons for the ineffectiveness of 
much project work. The first may simply be that pupils have 
not mastered the skills necessary to pursue effective project 


work. The very sophisticated nature of these skills should not 
be underestimated. 


We award the highest academic accolade to a student 
who can see a question, focus it into an enquiry, trace 
sources, find relevant information in those sources, 
collate the information, reorganise that information in a 
way that meets the question posed, and write up the 
reorganised material as a report. To those who achieve 
that pinnacle of scholarship we award a Ph.D. This same 
process is the one we have adopted as the main teaching 
method for the less academic and less well-motivated 


school pupil... Yet we often give no specific help 
(Marland, 1977) 


Marland’s comments about secondary school use of project 
work surely apply even more forcefully to the primary 
school. 

A second likely reason for the ineffectiveness of project 
work is that the activity itself does not have a clearly defined 
purpose on the part of either the teacher or the pupil. 
Teachers may do project work for reasons more concerned 
with class management than skill development, and the use of 
Project work as a means of advancing skills may not be 
exploited. Certainly, if one were to divide the primary school 
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day up into ‘skills and frills’ sections, as it often is by teachers 
and others, then it is highly likely that project work would 
come in the ‘frills’ section. How often is project work, for 
teachers, put on a par with art and craft, or games: that is, 
something to be done after the major work of the school day, 
basic skill work, is finished? 

For pupils also the purpose may be undefined. They may 
approach the task with very little precise notion of what they 
wish to achieve. How often is their only guidance a vague 
wish to ‘find out’ about something, be it dinosaurs, railways 
or whatever? Rarely will they define precisely what it is they 
wish to find out about dinosaurs or railways, etc. 

_ Deficiencies in this area have been summed up by Maxwell 
in his review of junior-school reading in Scottish schools. 


Though the majority of teachers reported grading 
reading requirements according to pupils’ abilities, the 
general practice did not include close supervision of 
pupils’ reading, and it appeared that frequently the 
interested and able pupils read widely on a topic while 
the poorest readers did little other than copy short 
Statements or cut out pictures. Some teachers gave ad 
hoc help to pupils in the use of reference books, but 
there appeared little systematic guidance given to pupils 
on the reading and study techniques required to make 
the most effective use of their time and efforts. 
(Maxwell, 1977), 


The general picture, then, is of project work being rather a 


v SN a i (ag: A 
“gue area, with little attempt being made to capitalise on its 
Potential as a teaching technique. 


Some possibilities for project work 


T : ee i 
he reader may be forgiven for thinking at this stage that, 
Biven the weaknesses in much project work, the solution 
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would be to abandon it altogether. However, that would 
surely be a great pity, because project work should have a 
great deal to offer as a means of developing reading and other 
skills. Its greatest asset lies perhaps in the motivation it can 
engender amongst children. If children are allowed and 
encouraged to work in areas which interest them, this ought 
to be a useful means of demonstrating to them the usefulness 
of developing their reading skills. There is some evidence that 
children perform at a higher level in their reading when they 
are really interested in what they are reading about (Belloni 
and Jongsma, 1978), and project work would seem an ideal 
area in which this could happen. 

It ought also to be useful because it provides a context 
which is meaningful to children, and in which a variety of 
reading skills can be learned. With regard to such skills as 
those involved in finding information in books and libraries, 
it has to be asked, where else in the curriculum apart from in 
some kind of investigatory work can these skills be acquired 
and practised? It would certainly not seem sensible to teach 
these skills in a context which did not allow children to put 
them to use immediately, nor would it seem sensible to teach 
them through sets of exercises independent of any meaningful 
content area. It is possibly this kind of teaching which is most 
likely to lead to situations such as those found in the 
Nottingham reading study (Lunzer and Gardner, 1979), 
where secondary-school children could explain how to use a 
contents page or an index perfectly well, but when observed 
in their work, did not actually use these things much at all. 


Most of the children . . . had a verbal knowledge of how 
to select a book and how to find what they wanted in the 
right book once they had located it. Almost certainly, 
the knowledge was inadequate. They could not use it in 
real life... We conclude that children need help and 
guidance in a real context to convert the verbal 
knowledge to behavioural competence. 
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Project work at the very least can provide that ‘real context’ 
in which children can see the point of learning skills such as 
using an index, because these skills can make their work 
easier. Such a situation would also seem a very sensible place 
to teach these skills, given the twin assets of high motivation 


to learn, and the immediate practice of skills as they are 
taught. 


Improving project work 


If it is agreed that project work has a great deal to offer in 
terms of developing reading, but recognised that these 
Opportunities tend not to be exploited to the full, it is 
necessary to examine ways in which project work can be 
designed to make fuller use of its potential. ie 
There seem to be two major criteria which are crucial in 
carrying this out. Project work needs to become purposeful 
rather than vague, and systematic rather than haphazard. To 
make it purposeful one of the first steps is to define carefully 
what children are expected to get out of this work. From a 
teacher’s point of view, one of the main things they should 
gain is a development in specific skills connected with finding 
and using information. What children gain in terms of content 
1s surely of secondary importance. After all, teachers are not 
8enerally too concerned with whether a child learns exactly 
What the average length of a brontosaurus was, or exactly 
Ow wide apart railway lines are, but they should be 
concerned that the child has the skills necessary to find out 
that information should it be required. j 
€ argument is thus that the major purpose behind project 
Work from a teacher’s point of view should be skill 
development rather than knowledge acquisition. The nature 
of these skills will be discussed below, but at this point it is 
necessary to recognise that seeing the process in this light may 
create a gap between a teacher’s purpose and a child’s purpose 
Or engaging in project-work methods. From the children’s 
Point of view, what they really want to get out of a project Is 
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precisely the content which, for teachers, has just i 
relegated to a secondary position. It is the content of a proje 
which gets children interested, quite naturally, not the p% 
that they may develop their reading skills. This idea is for the 
child an abstraction which is difficult to appreciate. There is 
thus a clash of interests between teacher and pupils. The 
important thing seems to be that teachers should be aware of 
this conflict and take some steps to resolve it, and this 
involves some kind of negotiation between teacher and 
pupils. Teachers need not be afraid of explaining to pe 
their reasons for wanting them to carry out a certain piece O 
investigatory work. The work should be planned carefully, 
however, to ensure that the pupils are getting something out 
of it as well. The concept of negotiation would seem fairly 
central to the planning of effective projects. 7 

The second criterion put forward earlier was that project 
work should be systematic rather than haphazard. There seem 
to be two major ways of looking at this. One is to be 
systematic from the point of view of the skills it is aimed to 
develop through this kind of work, which involves a close 
definition of the skills necessary to complete a project 
satisfactorily, and then to structure the work to include the 
practice and development of these skills. The second E MO, 
look at the process used for introducing and developing 
projects in the classroom and ensuring that this follows a 
well-defined plan. These two points of view seem important 
enough to discuss in much greater depth. 


Defining project skills 
The first task then is to define the skills which children will 
need to complete a project effectively. There have been & 
number of analyses of this nature put forward. One analysis 
which has proved useful is to look at the issue as a process of 
dealing with information, and to define the skills involved in 
this process as information skills (Winkworth, 1977). This 
analysis produces six distinct stages, as follows. 
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Define subject and purpose 


The first stage involves a clear definition of the subject of the 
enquiry and the purpose for it. The need here is to encourage 
children to be precise about what they want to find out in 
their work. A vague purpose, such as ‘I want to find out 
about dinosaurs’, is not precise enough to be useful, and has 
two logical consequences. First, children have no way of 
judging the relevance of any information they do find. 
Presumably any information about dinosaurs is equally 
relevant. 

Second, there is no indication of when the process of 
finding information should stop. Children could go on for 
ever finding out information about dinosaurs and be no 
nearer satisfying this vague purpose. They clearly need some 
assistance from teachers to become much more precise in 
defining their areas of enquiry. In this case, a more precise 
Purpose might be, ‘I want to find out the relative sizes of the 
Most common dinosaurs so I can draw scale pictures of them 
on a wall chart.’ This defines the area and clearly specifies 
what they are going to do with the information once they 
have found it. 

Defining precise purposes in this way clearly involves some 
degree of prior background knowledge on the child’s part. A 
general familiarising time spent browsing through encyclo- 
Paedias, or other general resources, may be an important 
Phase of a successful project. After this, however, the child 
Will need to spend time in consultation with the teacher and 


classmates, defining precise areas for subsequent investi- 
gation. 


Locate information 


The second stage is that of actually finding the information in 
Whatever sources are appropriate. This naturally includes the 
skills of using a library, such as dealing with catalogues, the 

ewey system and swiftly locating the books needed on the 
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shelf. It also includes the skills of using books, such as using 
the contents and the index to track down the topics required. 
The use of specific reference tools such as encyclopaedias and 
atlases would also come in here. At this stage, too, the use of 
the more modern tools of information technology will be of 
increasing importance. Using Prestel, Ceefax and op! 
technological information systems demands a new set o 
location skills. Children will clearly need to be taught all these 
things and, as the Bullock report points out ip S. 
there ought to be little difficulty in teaching these things if, 
and it is a big if, they are taught in a practical manner so that 
children can see that they do actually help them. The 
Nottingham finding (Lunzer and Gardner, 1979) is again 
relevant; children who could explain how to use an index did 
not generally of their own accord actually use one very often. 
They clearly did not see it as very useful to them. 

One way around this problem should be to teach these 
skills in a practical way, in a context in which the children 
themselves can see their usefulness. A project in which the 
children’s desire to acquire information will engender high 
motivation would seem a far more appropriate way of 
achieving this than putting them through special library 
lessons, divorced from any meaningful context. The effi- 
ciency of books of exercises with pages entitled “Using an 
index’, or ‘Using cross-references’ would seem very dubious. 


Select information 


At the next stage of 


the process, having located the 
information they require, 


the children reach what is probably 
the most difficult part: that is, lifting the information off the 


page in some meaningful fashion. The evidence suggests 
(Maxwell, 1977; DES 1975, 1978) that what happens at this 
stage is very often simply copying. Some possible reasons for 
this have already been mentioned. One may be that children 
do not have sufficient command of the skills of extracting 
information from a text. In other words their comprehension 
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is at fault, or put another way the text they are using is too 
difficult for them. 

Another reason may be, again, that they have very little 
precise notion of what they want to get from a particular text. 
One way of improving this situation is to encourage them to 
formulate specific questions to which they wish to find 
answers. These questions need not simply be factual, they can 
also be interpretive. For example, they might want to know 
why a particular event took place. The point is that they are 
unlikely to find answers to these questions neatly encapsul- 
ated in a few words, and so they are forced to be selective in 
what they read. This is where the skills of skimming a text to 
gun a general impression, and scanning to glean specific 
points, are very useful, and it is at this point within the 
Process of finding information that they would perhaps most 
effectively be taught. ; 

If children have specific questions to answer, then their 
reading is given a clear purpose, and purposeful reading is 
Presumably the aim of all teaching of reading. Within a 
Project, there is a strong chance that the questions the 
children have are questions which are intrinsically important 
to them, rather than questions the teacher has imposed upon 
them, for whatever reason. There is also the possibility that 
the high Motivation to acquire information that project work 
ideally involves may be sufficient to overcome problems due 
to text difficulty, or poor comprehension ability. 


Organise information 


1s oe of the Bee a eye en miS 
Once they have foun it. 5 

note-taking come in at this stage, and one way of approaching 

this is to use the questions originally formulated as a structure 

for notes taken, so that children are noting down things they 

need to know, rather than every conceivably useful point. 

Sing pre-formulated questions as a structure for notes also 
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provides more able children with a useful means of Aaa 
ing information from a range of sources. Again, this s n 
reduce direct copying to a minimum. Also, at this stage, t 
compiling of a bibliography can be very useful. ria ae 
young children can get into the habit of jotting down 
sources of their information as they go along. This not only 
enables them easily to recheck particular information if they 
need to, but it also has the effect of encouraging them to 
consult a wider range of sources of information. How often 
do children expect to find all the information they need = 
just one book? Searching through a variety of sources w1 ! 
give them a wider perspective on their study area, and may 
also give them contradictory evidence. This will force them to 
progress to the fifth stage of the information process. 


Evaluate information 


The children then have to ev 
and they should be abl 
truth, relevance and st 
might seem rather bey 


aluate the information they have, 
€ to use a variety of criteria to judge the 
atus of the information they find. This 
ond primary schoolchildren, but Zimet 
(1976) has shown conclusively the need for all children to 
become aware of possible bias, intentional or otherwise, 1n 
the books they read. In a project, this could perhaps involve 


examining texts such as the different accounts of the events 
leading up to the Norm 
Norman contemporary 

mation will be found if 
with modern techn 


those published since 1980. There are als 
can be us 


tising material is an obvious 

w what to do in these cases if 
they are to get at the truth, and they also need to be shown 
that print is not necessarily infallible. A questioning attitude 
towards books and 


t other printed texts would seem an 
important one to develop in young readers. 
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Another thing children need to do in be efaa 
mation is to ask themselves ‘How does this = ee for 
with what I already know?’ It does seem fair Ape of 
children to produce project work consisting tine a 
reiterations of knowledge they already have, ra i. 
advancements of that knowledge. This, of course, ind 
neither the teacher’s nor the child’s ae kei ane ce 
argued, beautiful end-products are not in t wait os 
ficient justification for project work. Some learning 
surely also take place. 


Communicate results 


ss n 

In the final stage of the process, the children Aare oe 
some way of presenting their results. How A ir otential 
depends on three things: their initial pepaes a K 
audience, and the nature of the information they mien as a 

They may have intended to present the scan ating a 
actual account, or they may have been SN ie edasa 
Particular area with a view to using the material 2 sie This 
background for a piece of more imaginative ipa err 
atter technique can be very useful, especially = t, say, a 
Projects. After all, to write a sensible story cpa aa a 

iking voyage, involves considerable background kr 
and this has to be obtained from somewhere. piece works it 
With regard to the audience for children’s tee 
is becoming widely agreed that it is important oie hen they 
earn to take into account their potential pees i in other 
are producing written work. Writing for chi ability to do 
schools might be a useful way of developing the 3 i rieng. 
this, and certainly many schools have found this erie 
exchange’ a very valuable means of blk pap eS 
motivation to improve both the content and the p 
of their writing. : i 

Finally, the A found may lend itself E 
orms of presentation, ranging from fact sheets to so ays 
of argument for or against various issues. There may 
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i i i ion of 
possibilities for some kind of diagrammatic representation 
selected information. 


An approach to teaching 


Having established the skills aimed at in project mih a 
possible systematic way of approaching them in the cla 
sroom will now be discussed. This is based unashamedly ra a 
system which will be familiar to students of Open Se ee 
reading courses. There may, obviously, be other equally vali 
ways of approaching this. se, 

The es divides a piece of project work into four basic 
stages. At first, teachers will have to go through these TE 
quite carefully with the children, but eventually it is mR 
that the children will become independent enough to use the 
system, or one like it, by themselves. 

The four stages are: 


Goals ~ determining goals or aims; 

Plans — making plans to achieve these goals; 
Implementation — carrying out the plans; , 
Development — evaluating success, and using this 
evaluation to review goals and plans for next time. 


1 
2 
3 
4 


This system will now 


be applied to project work in the 
classroom. 


Goals 


The children decide what they 
They work out a purpose, and 
to produce, what form it wi 
intended audience, Naturally 
children will not be able to do 
goal-setting will take place in 

Both children and teacher will 


want to achieve in their work. 
decide on what they are going 
ll take, and who will be the 
» at least to begin with, the 
this all for themselves, and the 
collaboration with the teacher. 
suggest ideas and together they 
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marke 
z rs main 
will work out and negotiate a set of goals, oe goles 
function in this negotiation is most likely to. De to at wale: 
the children to become more precise in their setting of g 


7 ‘fi t 
tee T E face gradually beyond the vague ‘find ou 
about’ stage. 


Plans 


At the planning stage again there will be Seer oo 
teacher and children and they will together Y Srl they 
they are going to achieve their goals. What N Where 
need to be involved in? What resources will they ea when 
will they get them from? What will they do en a ae at 
they find them? What organisational factors r be bes 
into account, such as space for working, time, the nu ced 
children involved at any one ots ana hoy tnea 

sure nothing important is missed out? 

These kind of dedidone are normally made by E secre 
alone, but it is possible that involving the children hi them 
them might be an extremely effective way of a ue 
self-determination and discipline. They might also co 
with some ideas the teacher had not thought of. 


Implementation 


z mentation 
It seems particularly important that at the imple 


Phase the children are not simply left to get on sera 
Can, in fact, be the most productive teaching ine deville 
children will be involved in very real problems an ible for the 
will be being rigorously tested. It ought to be ie miro dicE 
teacher at this stage to spot skill weaknesses, an T which the 
activities designed to remedy them — activities O eee 
children can see the point. For example, if seve ie Sikak for 
a child or group of children are tending . odie 
information in books simply by leafing through t ae Ce 
to find the information by accident, they can, at t d run 
Point out the use of the contents and index pages, an 
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: : 
through some quick games using these. For ania ae 
can be the first to tell me which chapter is sae is = 
eggs? and so on. These activities in themse a ud 2 
different from the kind of activities often found in boo re 
exercises, but here the context is crucially different. ie 
children are not being asked to do the exercises as a matter “ 
course, when they cannot really see the point. They are not! : 
this vacuum-like context, They are being engaged in pier 
which have a direct relevance to work they are already 
involved in, and which they can see are designed to help them 
do this work more effectively. As previously argued, this on 
skill development activities firmly within a context in core 
the children can see the importance of mastering wes 
particular skills, simply because they can make the children 
work towards their goals significantly easier. 


Development 


. ; : ; the 
The final stage of this process 1s sometimes referred to as ful 
evaluation stage, However, the title development is yu 
because it highlights the fact that something has to be 


: : : ime 
with evaluations: something to improve the process next t 
around. 


Fairly naturally, 
while it is still in P 
to how it might be 
after all a major p 
consider, however, to what extent teachers can develop 
within their children i 
and achievement in 
there will not al 
weaknesses and 
information-handling, 


€ encouraged to look back at how they 
found particular pieces of į 
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ing whether it in fact does the job intended. It was suggested 
earlier that one of the goals to be decided for any project was 
the intended readership of the final product; that is, its 
audience. After a project is completed, children can pass on 
their finished product to its intended audience, which may be 
classmates, or children younger or older than themselves, or 
even adults in or out of school, and can then evaluate the 
audience’s reaction. 

For example, one very valuable potential audience for 
Project work might be younger children in the same school. 
Fourth-year juniors can produce project booklets for first or 
second-year juniors. A good test of the suitability of the 
material they choose, and especially its intelligibility, is 
whether these younger children can read and understand it, 
and find it enjoyable. Naturally, the best way of finding this 
Out is to ask them. 


The need for a school policy 


So far, Project work has been considered in terms of what an 
individual teacher can do with his or her class of children. 

OWever, as with every part of the curriculum, there Is a 
wider Perspective to be taken into account, and that is the fact 
that there is a limit on what an individual teacher can achieve 
if he or she is not working in harmony with the rest of the 
school. It clearly needs to be a part of the school’s work on 

eveloping its curriculum to consider the place of project 
Work within this curriculum, and to plan ways in which aa 

€ utilised to maximum advantage, especially as a vehicle for 
the teaching of information skills. There is, then, yet a third 
Way of being systematic with regard to project work, and that 
is for a school to work out a definite policy on how it should 

€ approached and which particular skills should be stressed 
at which levels. If this is done, then the work of individual 
teachers within the school contributes to the general pattern 
°F pupils’ development, rather than being wasted because it is 
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not adequately prepared for, or followed up 7 re 
teachers. Of course, how this policy might be arrive a s 
issue in its own right and takes us into the ; le ihe 
school-focused inservice work and curriculum deve opment. 


Conclusion 


This chapter has tried to suggest that the poor image als 
work seems to have as a teaching method is not a ae ae 
one, and that there are strategies which teachers and - A, 
can employ to ensure that it becomes pa weit 
systematic. There can be little doubt that its potentia me of 
great, as it provides the Opportunity for effective teach : 
skills of finding and using information within a contex 


i ie i $ f fs a eat a 
high pupil interest. This unique combination is of too gr 
value to be wasted. 


Note 


Much fuller discussion of the 
many practical su 
Wray (1985). 


3 ee er with 
points made in this chapter, cee aie in 
f k é Il be fou 
ggestions for developing project work, will be fo 
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The microcomputer revolution in 
reading 
David Williams 


REMark: introduction 


Ten years ago, a computer was a large, static and ce 
expensive piece of machinery, operated by an expert elite who 
communicated with it in a language which only they 
understood, Today, computers are small, portable and jaa 
and may be programmed by schoolchildren with an ease an 
assurance that terrifies their parents. k ; 

These developments have inevitably set in motion yet 
another of those educational bandwagons which most 
teachers have by now learned to view with extreme T 
Surely the microcomputer will go the way of all ea 
gimmicks, that is, embraced with enthusiasm by teachers i ie 

Y pupils, only to prove more revolutionary in theory than 
Practice? Its usefulness overstated, its flexibility limited, it 
May even increase teacher workload, despite claims to the 
contrary, Excitement fades to disillusionment, and so mre 
piece of technology goes to gather dust on a storeroom shelf. 

This time, however, the sceptics are wrong. In the next 

ecade, microcomputers will stimulate radical changes in 
every part of the educational system. Their potential has 
already been recognised and exploited in other fields = 
schools will not so much be moving with the times as running 
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to catch up. Ideally, the reading courses of the 1990s will not 


only look different to today’s teachers, they will be unrecog- 
nisable. 


READ: what can the microcomputer do now? 


The programs available at present fall into four main 
categories, as outlined below. 


Data: the electronic worksheet 


These are learning Programs that don’t pretend to be anything 
else. Austin and Lutterodt (1982) describe these as programs 
‘that permit self paced and individualised instruction 
with the benefit of a wide range of graphic aids’. The screen 
becomes an individualised blackboard for each child. Ideally 
individual children should be able to move through the 
program at their own speed, and if a page is not understood 
they can be moved to a subroutine that explains and 
reinforces the point of difficulty, then tests their understand- 
ing before they return to 


children use the program then a great deal of peer-group 
tutoring goes on, though su 


brighter child moving on before they all understand. 


room is to deal with all the probin 
ot solve — helping the child who st! 


: ; : 
caring children read, and acting â 
manager, counsellor and troubleshooter.) 
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Example 1: cloze. The computer presents a cloze passage on 
the screen. The deletions may be chosen either by the teacher 
or the computer. The child types in a guess for each deletion 
in turn. After each one, the computer compares the guess 
with the answer in its memory. If they match, the answer 
appears on the screen — if not, the child is asked to try again. It 
is essential that the child spells accurately — if the match is not 
exact, the answer is rejected. Alternatively, the answers may 
be listed at the side of the screen for the child to select from. It 
is possible to have more than one acceptable answer for each 
deletion. 

This process can be fairly sterile done individually, but it 
really comes to life when pairs or groups of children discuss 
the possible answers. 

The advantage of using the computer is that the answers are 
confirmed immediately rather than after the whole passage 
has been completed. 


Example 2: mixed up sentences. The computer presents a 
Jumbled sentence on the screen, e.g. John school went bike 
on his to’. Below the words is a picture of a boy, a bike and 
his school, 

The child must type the sentence with the words in the 
Correct order, and is rewarded for the right answer by the 
Picture coming to life — John jumps on his bike and cycles to 
school. Once again, accurate typing is essential as the 
computer will not respond to misspelled words. It is possible 
to allow the child to move the existing words about the screen 

Y means of a light pen, cursor control or joystick, but 
requiring him or her to type them in encourages correct 
Spelling and concentration. 


Example 3: event sequencing. A number of sentences that 

€scribe a sequence of events are presented on the screen in 
random order. The child decides on the correct order and 
types a number against each sentence. The right answer is 
rewarded by some animation. If the answer is wrong, the 
child is asked to try again. For example: 
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John’s Day x 
Sentence Graphics 
Stick figure in bed then 
a standing by bed : 
2 John gets dressed Clothes appear on stick 
figure 
3 John eats breakfast food on breakfast table 
disappears 


4 John gets the bus to 


Stick figure leaves house, 
school 


waits at bus stop, is 
collected by bus 


5 He plays football inthe Stick boys play football 


yard 


~hi re a 
Example 4: parts of speech. The computer asks children to 
type in five nouns, five verbs and five adjectives. It then print 
a story using these words 


» usually highlighting them in 
colour. Children really enjo 


y this exercise — for a time! They 
put in their own names, and chuckle over the story. see 
programs of this type have several stories in memory. O 
course it is important that the child should know what these 
Parts of speech are! 

The children quickly learn that the computer cannot 
discriminate between noun, verb, adjective or preposition and 
will happily use whatever is typed in. The computer accepts 
wrongly-spelled words, nonsense words and rude words and 


isplays them on screen in the story to the amusement of the 
class. Supervision is needed! 


Example 5: writing a sto 
being written, In one, th 
the computer, choosing from a list of possible scenes. 
Supposing the child selects‘ 

and a green pitch appe 
you see at a football match? 
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finds ‘police’ and prints little blue policemen around the 
pëfimeter of the pitch. Gradually the picture is built up. If the 
Siu cannot complete it, then he or she can ask the computer 
ph The computer could offer suggestions, ¢.g. ‘There are 
pele ina can , or might produce a list of words 
containing one the child hasn’t tried. The child spots it, types 
oe and if the picture is complete, a whistle blows 
puters can produce sounds!), and a player runs with the 
ball and scores a goal. 
ia asks the child if he or she wants to work the 
ees fea choose another scene. The scenes can be 
r = a piece of animation. It the child chooses “The 
Peed pe aco gerne show a figure leaving the football 
SHOE ag on a bus, and travelling off the screen. A 
or RA p cture would appear, the bus would arrive, stop, 
gure would alight, and the process start again. 


Data: learning can be fun! 

os Als eis already used in classroo 

tases a a computer. Children enjoy t 

Sama a ee the machine, and the screen display 

tër nake it TE, The insistent demands of the compu- 

Spponan hane for attention to wander, and unlike a human 

The i it cannot be sidetracked, or exhausted. 

rd-games reinforce spelling and reading skills, and 


ene g 
ncour age accuracy. 


ms are extremely 
the challenge of 
makes the 


ord-game. The object of the game, to 
long word, is made more 
e computer prints a 
long green caterpillar 
the caterpillar will 
move up again, and 
orrect word will 


= 1: a popular 4 
Na is words from a | 
ik wee y the use of graphics. Th 
beside a moer mi A picture of a 
ETA a child types n pill 
place it ; n the screen, pick up the word, 
in a list of correct answers. An inc 
Produce the instruction to ‘try again’. 
The computer totals the number of 


responses and the 
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i ore 
correct answers; then when the child can supply no m 


words a full list of all possible words will be displayed, with 
the child’s answers in colour, 


Example 2: hangman. The program memory will nee 
long list of words that will tax the resources of most chi se 
It is usually possible for the teacher to type ina list of cn 
so that the game can be aimed at a specific child, provi a 
additional experience of words that may be giving difficu ty. 
The child types in the letter choice. The letter ne Siew 
from the alphabet printed on the screen and reappears in the 


hidden word, if correct. If the letter is wrong, then the 
scaffold begins to build! 


There may be some tem 
deliberately in order to see t 
computers have high resolut 
hangman program recently s 
gruesome as to be unsuitabl 


ptation for the child to fail 
he man hang, now that many 
ion graphics! A reviewer of a 
uggested that the detail was so 
e for young children! 


Example 3: wordsearch, 
automatically create wo 
supplied by teacher or p 


There is a program available that will 
rdsearch squares from a list of words 
upil. The puzzle can be left on screen 
a light pen or joystick to indicate the 

idden words. (The letters would change colour.) If a printer 
i zzle on screen could be dumped to the 
arch would be solved in the usual way. 


as a library of 10 
against several players at once. It 


memory, but will accept it if a 


There are four different | 


evels of play, and reviewers claim 

that the fourth is almost unbeatable, It will even suggest a 
word if the opponent is stuck! 
junior Scrabble, the ¢ 


In hildren eithe 
on the Scrabble board, ors 


r fill in words already 
el 


ect words from a list. This makes 
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an ideal classroom game, since it focuses on words, demands 
concentration, and children enjoy it. 

A computerised version would have a number of levels 
based on key words, e.g. high-frequency spellings, and also 
enable teachers to introduce new vocabulary. Children would 
be able to compete both with each other and the machine. The 
satisfaction in beating the computer is phenomenal! 


Data: goblins in the classroom — adventure games 


The children control a character who is embroiled in a 
perilous adventure. This character (we will call him Samson) 
may have a set of attributes such as wisdom, strength, 
dexterity and charisma, that determine his chances of success 
in a variety of nailbiting situations. 

Samson traditionally starts his adventure in a dungeon, 
tavern, cave, castle, haunted house, Transylvanian mansion, 
top security establishment, huge spaceship, wilderness, hob- 
bit hole, or, unusually, a quiet English village. There will be 
an objective for Samson to attain before the game is won. This 
may simply be treasure and dead monsters, but is more likely 
to involve a search for a magical object or group of objects 
that have been carefully guarded and hidden. The children’s 
objective is to make sure that Samson survives, builds up 
experience and gathers items that will help him in his quest, 
and eventually enable him to complete his mission. The 
adventure will become increasingly complex, deadly and 
demanding as it progresses. Building up experience and 
discovering magic items gives Samson an enhanced chance of 
surviving the later stages of the adventure. ; 

These games involve a lot of reading. Most of them come 
with explanatory booklets detailing the words and commands 
the computer understands, and include a description of each 
cave or room that Samson might enter. The adventures 
usually contain puzzles that have to be solved, cryptic advice, 
Plays on words, red herrings, and some really useful 
information that is only revealed when you've asked the 


computer the right question, correctly phrased. 
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Adventure games are complex. Children on an adventure 
will need to make decisions quickly, interrogate the game’s 
database, read the instruction book carefully, compare clues 
with known facts, weigh evidence and plan strategies. 
Unless the reading teacher has a microcomputer at home 
with a lot of memory, he or she is unlikely to have seen an 
adventure game. At present they are commercial rather than 
educational. I hope that the following simulation of a small 
part of a dungeon adventure will make reading teachers aware 
of the potential of this type of game. You will note that the 
language used is not always syntactically correct. The 
computer understands exactly the same by ‘Get sword. Kill 
dragon’ as it does by ‘Get the finely engraved sword and kill 
the horrible green dragon’. Children become aware of this 


and tend to communicate in only those words that the 
computer understands. 


The adventure game is time-consuming. A short adventure 


may take several hours to complete, and that doesn’t count 
the times your character was killed and you had to start again. 
Happily, some adventure games save the state of the game to 
tape so it can be continued at some other convenient time. 
The adventure ties up a computer for quite a long time. At 
present, with relatively few computers in schools this will be a 
problem, but hopefully in the future there will be plenty of 
computer time available. With one-and-a-half to two million 


microcomputers in British homes, many children are already 
playing adventure games at home. 


Game simulation 


Situation: Room 101 is 20 ft square, rough hewn out of solid 
rock. There is a heavy wooden door in the East wall. There 
are two chairs and a small cupboard in the South West corner 


of the room. Some rusty weapons are stacked in the North 
East corner. 


Samson h 


as just killed two goblins whom he surprised in 
the room. 
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Computer: What are you going to do? 
Child: Search South wall. 
Computer: You find nothing. 
(The computer doesn’t always reveal the whereabouts of 
traps, secret doors and invisible creatures the first time of 
asking, unless Samson has high intelligence or is experienced.) 
Child: Search floor. 
Computer: You find nothing. 
Child: Search table. 
Computer: You find 20 silver pieces. (Computer incre- 
c ments Samson’s treasure total.) 
Child: Examine weapons. 
Computer: Treasure No. 6. (Referring to booklet, child 
reads that Treasure 6 is a rusty sword with 
j runes inscribed on the blade.) 
(Quite clearly this is a magic sword. The child will discover 
from experience whether the sword glows in the presence of 
evil, does extra damage to the undead, or perhaps is a cursed 
sword that makes it easier for monsters to find and wound 
Samson.) 
Child: Pick up sword. (Computer adds it to list of 
treasures discovered so far.) 
(Searching and examining take time. There i 
being disturbed by a wandering monster t 
remains in a particular location.) 
Child: Go to East door. (Often the room plan 
appears on screen and Samson can be moved 


within the room.) 


Child: Listen. 
Computer: Footsteps. (If you are experienced and 
intelligent and listen again, the computer 
may reveal the type of creatures that are 


approaching.) 


s a good chance of 
he longer Samson 


make a decision. Stay and 
th rating high enough 
ic battle with the 


My this point the children have to 
ight, or run away? Is Samson’s streng 
to withstand injury? Is he tired from his hect 
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goblins? Indeed, is there any point in an unnecessary fight 
with the monsters that are approaching the East door? 


Child: Go to North door. 

Computer: Three goblins come through East door. Are 
you going to attack, retreat or use magic? 

Child: Open door. (If you’re going to retreat, the 

door must be open. If you try to go through 

a closed door you may injure yourself!) 

Computer: (Door Opens on room plan.) 

(The goblins move towards Samson.) 


Furious discussion amongst the children. What to do next? If 
three giants had come through the door there would have 
been no choice but to retreat. Three goblins are an entirely 
different matter, They can be disposed of easily, whilst their 


weapons stand little chance of Piercing the adventurer’s plate 
armour. 


Child: Fire, 
(Some adventures all 
‘attack goblin 2’: yo 
use a sword for close 
and parry), a bow for 
the option of Magical 


ow you to attack a specific target, €.g- 
u may have attacking options. You can 
fighting (comands such as thrust, swing 
long distance work, and you may have 
attacks too!) 


In some games the fighting is described in detail and the 
children are under Pressure to make decisions. If they are 


slow to decide what to do, the goblins may get the chance of 
an extra hit! 


Computer: You fire an arrow. (This can be seen on 
screen.) It hits goblin 2. Goblin 2 falls to the 
ground, dead, Goblins 1 and 3 attack yous 
(A moment of tension passes.) They miss. 
S(wing). (As you fight you become tired. If 
you are heavily laden with treasure you 


Child: 
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might only manage a couple of swings of the 
sword before you have to rest, during which 
time your opponent can batter away at 
you!) 

Computer: You swing your sword. You wound goblin 
1. Goblins 1 and 3 attack you. Goblin 1 
strikes your head. (You notice that 
Samson’s wounds score has suddenly 
changed from 100 per cent to 60 per cent. 
It’s time to retreat. Unfortunately your two 
attacks have left Samson very tired and he 
hasn’t enough energy to move. You decide 
to try a magical attack which doesn’t 
consume normal energy.) 

Child: Use staff. (Samson found this rune encrus- 
ted item at the start of the dungeon. You 
know it’s a magical item and hope he can use 
it.) 

Computer: A lightning bolt kills goblins 1 and 3. 
You’ve won! 

(The computer adds the value of the three goblins to Samson’s 
experience point total.) 

The children now have several decisions to make. Is 

amson strong enough to continue exploring? Perhaps it 

uid be better if he retraced his footsteps and left the 

ean 2 treasure, then tries a nee 

1 ull strength. If he continues exploring, ) 

ump into something really nasty and die. On the other hand, 

there is a fair chance that he might find a magic potion which 
Will restore him to full strength and heal his wounds. 


Data: simulations 


Another type of game that involves a lot of reading, and 
Where the child is required to process large amounts of 
information, take decisions on the basis of that information, 
and see the consequences, is the simulation. Some simula- 
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tions, such as flight, are largely nonverbal, but some have a 
high verbal content. One such is the football management 
program, and there are several different versions of this for 
different computers. 

The child has to type in the name of his or her team and the 
squad of players, and identify the best players. There is lots of 
scope for discussion of the merits of local footballers, 


decision-making and accurate spelling. Then the interaction 
starts. 


Computer: Your first round match is at Wimbledon. 

Wimbledon are top of Division 3. Their home 
record is W 10, D2, L 0. Goals for 24, against 
7; 


(In some programs it is possible to discover more about your 
opponents by using the ‘scout’ function.) 


Child: Scout. (The computer doesn’t always give 


extra information.) 

Wimbledon play 4-2-4. They shadow oppo- 
nents in defence and play a short passing game 
in attack. They take corners to the far post and 
have a direct shot at goal from a free kick. 


On the basis of the į 
their tactics for the 
typed in. Paper and 


Computer: 


nformation given the children will discuss 
match and decide the instructions to be 
7 and pencils will be needed. 
nce the tactics have been carefully typed in, the match 
ae The game can be entirely verbal, or a mixture of words 
Se ine Teachers of reading will prefer games that give 4 
match 3 featueea Children get very excited when the 
Newcastle kick off 
Keegan passes to W 
Waddell cuts inside 
Waddell chips the b 
The goalkeeper cate 
Wimbledon No 3 


addell on the wing 

the Wimbledon No 4 

all towards goal 

hes the ball and throws it to the 
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No 3 passes to No 6 who dummies McDermott 
No 6 fires a shot at goal 
Thomas saves brilliantly 
Thomas kicks the ball upfield to Waddell 
Waddell passes to McDermott 
McDermott hits a pass to Keegan 
Keegan fires a shot at goal 
The Wimbledon keeper fumbles the ball 
Waddell gets possession and hits the ball into the 
back of the net 
It’s a goal!! 

Wimbledon 0 Newcastle 1, after 7 minutes play 


It may take five minutes of real time to play the match. At 
alf time you can change your tactics and bring on a 

Substitute. A key player might be injured and have to be 
replaced, 

The speed that the commentary scrolls up the screen can be 
controlled from the keyboard on some computers. If the 
Program is written in BASIC it is a comparatively easy matter 
to insert an instruction to hold print on the screen until it has 
been read by the children. j 
| If we continued with the program you would notice that a 

Ot of the phrases are repeated. e.g. passes to, cuts inside the, 
chips the ball towards goal, the goalkeeper catches the ball 
and throws it to, who dummies, fires a shot at goal, saves, 
villiantly, kicks the ball upfield to, and so on. The number of 
Phrases that can be used is only limited by the computer's 
Memory, 

This type of program would really score with poor reading 
football-mad boys. They would begin by laboriously inputt- 
ing lots of names and instructions. They could use speed 
Control to read each line before the next comes up. They 
Wouldn't need to use speed control for long because most 
Phrases and names are frequently repeated. As their reading 
Speed increases, so does the excitement! The spin-offs in 
Written work are considerable. Each match could be reported, 
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headlines written for newspaper sports pages, = aoe 
results and goal scores, league tables compiled and up 
ach set of matches. 

gs eae! the games on the market would be more sa 
with boys, e.g. football, or science fiction adventure, an a 
effort has been made to provide games of more gen i 
interest. Other sports would make good computer parT 
e.g. lawn tennis, show jumping, or team athletics, as we | 
simulations of jobs such as managing a pop group or running 
a boutique. SAR 

A ae that would challenge both boys and aay 
organising a household budget. The child would be yi 
sum of money to feed a family for a week. The computer > 
in its memory a list of foods and prices. The child decides H 
the meals and buys the food. The object of the game is 
avoid starvation! 


; . : : adin 
Simulations are a good way of getting children reading 
painlessly in a real-life situation. 


Other uses 


Stephen J. Clamp ( 
awareness and sim 
to the curriculum,’ I 
simple programs in 
reading experience, 
games programs. Re 
as the child copies 
is made then the p 
other error messa 


AR n 
accuracy and good concentration is a program that works a 
that the child and his 


or her friends can play. 

David Wray (1983) describes anoth 
should be of great interest to 
program involves th 
for information, F 


er program type ye 
the reading teacher. A 
€ interrogation of a computer databas 
Or example, a crime might have been 


The Microcomputer Revolution in Reading 159 


c ; ; 
Sine aral ae: ald Tava to araog vitaes Are 
See eee s the part of witnesses and criminal. The child 
teat ae sei with care, compare and record 
This Met . ni se deduce the identity of the criminal. 
baie soar foe m ividual activity but, as in many verbal 
(1983) asserts A Se play is preferable. As David Wray 
De ee ajor enefits will be in the discussion and 
RN re g processes involved. 
te uses for the computer are described by 
hnes snag (1983): using the computer to administer 
ues Glee bea ; ine 3 the child teach the computer; and 
dese bess nea asia focus for student hostility’(!). He 
hold a We in deh ELIZA which enables the child to 
computer aAa conversation with the computer. The 
the child ty esas some of the words and phrases which 
open-ended pes in and reflects them back at the child as 
Ag sinh aea that encourage the child to reply. 
Waniien pi verbal games the child must type in the 
Fists the EA rectly spelled and has to read the replies which, 
to believe foe “ar be in standard English. At first it is easy 
machine at nevel ild is engaged in an equal dialogue with a 
lin 2 hice igence, so apposite are some of the replies. 
intelligence ae adults will realise that the appareni 
Compu à c ey er programming: the child may not! 
offices SI used as word processors are appearing in 
Programs ie and universities. Simple word-processing 
already ee ten used in conjunction with microwriters are 
type their se Pil Sih on ina few schools. Children 
; ories into the computer or microwriter. They can 
title, and move chunks of 
child is satisfied with the 
ement might be to use 
ighlights words in the 
in its vocabulary of 
arance, be of a 


for the child’s 


i 
Pa delete, correct, paragraph, 
text eh place to place. When the cl 
a dict, Stony Is printed. Another refin 
text th ased ‘spelling checker’, which h 
40-50 or the computer cannot find 
prof, »000 words. The finished text will, in appe 
Professional standard with all that that implies 


ima : 
e . 
8¢ of him or herself as a writer. 
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END: conclusion 


Computer-based individualised reading programs will Ce 
all children once there are enough computers in our schoo : 
The poorer readers will benefit most of all. Ainscow ne 
Tweddle (1979) state the problem: ‘Slow learners ? o cut 
develop a poor opinion of themselves, lose confidence an 
bring an expectation of failure with them into the classroom. 
The same is true of all children whose level of literacy is low. 
Once behind their peers they need individual attention to 


s 3 i his 
improve their reading. The computer can provide t 
attention. 


The computer: 


always offers an encouraging, 
provides a successful experien 
lets the child work at his or her own level; 
treats the child as an individu 


al; : 
f 5 k 2 r ‘ n 
ives instant feedback which is essential for correcting 
bad habits; 


positive response; 
ce; 


Oe wWN 


6 presents reading in a Peer-approved way; 
7 is highly motivating. 


; Sn h 
the primary teacher guiding children throug 
their instructional 


he pace of technol 
laser-read Optical me 
possible to computer 


ing scheme which will take all their 
-reader to fluent 
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done, books read, skills learned, spellings known and test 
scores, would be printed by the computer in a few seconds. 

However there are dangers. Reading has schools of 
thought. A reading scheme could, for example, be produced 
by those experts who see reading as being based on a 
hierarchy of skills. Any process with a clearly defined end and 
intermediate objectives that can be broken down into easily 
analysed subskills is ideally suited for computerisation. 
Teachers will have to judge whether computer schemes meet 
the needs of children, but also what scope there is for teacher 
initiative, knowledge and intuition once the scheme is in 
Operation, 

The microcomputer revolution has begun. Teachers of 
reading need to keep a firm hold of their hats, their expertise 
and their integrity. They must play a major part in develop- 
ing, using and controlling the new technology, not for their 
own benefit, but for the sake of the children they teach. 
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Classroom-based assessment 
Peter Brinton 


In recent years teachers have been increasingly called upon to 
make more use of classroom-based assessment techniques: 
This has been very forcefully put by HMI in the Ded 
Primary Survey (DES, 1978): ‘It is vital that teachers shou 
be knowledgeable in what they teach. It is just as necessary 
that they should be able to assess the performance of their 
pupils in terms of what they next need to be taught’ (para 
8.58). What is true of Primary education must surely be true 0 
cational system. | 

Ores some of the techniques emcee! 
her, setting them in a clear philosophy S 
what the reading process entails; it also calls for a genera 

the contract between the teacher and the 
taught, particularly in the area of assessment. The links 
between the ntained in this chapter and 
those by Da ison and Helen Arnold are 
obvious. Pr es, provides the meaningful 
sment must take place. The 
ramount importance when 
for use with a group 2. 
n hearing children read is an 
sroom assessment. Since her 
tk in detail, it will not be 
ussion. 
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The reading process 


Reading is a psycholinguistic process. It is more than the 
Passive act of receiving and processing the graphic symbols 
from a printed page. It is rather an interaction between each 
reader (including all their previous experiences, biases, etc., 
and their purposes for reading the text), and the text itself. 
The reader is continually striving for meaning from what he 
or she reads, and filtering that meaning via past experience 
(See Smith, 1978; also, DES, 1975, 6.1-6.6). Mention must 
also be made of the range of texts that the reader has to cope 
with — prose, time-tables, official reports, newspaper reports, 
advertisements — as these will affect the approach the reader 
takes on each occasion. Additionally, in the context of this 
chapter, reading is more broadly seen as including the 
planning of work, the use of assessing skills and the 
Production of a finished written article where this is 
appropriate. 


Standardised and informal assessment 


There are three reasons why it is necessary to test children. 

irst, it is sometimes useful to relate ability to some national 
average, with a view to gauging how an individual, class or 
school fits into the national pattern. Second, a test may havea 

lagnostic element which will highlight any strengths or 
Weaknesses children have. Third, testing can inform the next 
Stage of the teaching process. This is where the essential 

ifference between standardised testing and informal assess- 
Ment occurs, Standardised testing generally provides the 
teacher with only a single score or quotient on which to base 
any evaluation of the child’s ability. Informal assessment, if it 


5 > ride much 
'S to have any worth in the classroom, should provid 


More than this, because its basis lies in the materials which the 


child is using daily. 
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Where standardised tests do have a diagnostic element and 
provide more than just a single rating of ability (the 
Richmond Achievement Tests and the Edinburgh Reading 
Tests being examples) there is a danger of teaching to that test. 
This is contrary to the advice of the inspectorate and its calls 
for a broader base to the curriculum. Another danger in 
standardised testing in the classroom context is that a test 
only covering one facet of reading behaviour can, if care is not 
taken, be interpreted as a general indicator of ability. The 
most glaring example of this must be the frequent abuse of the 
Burt word-recognition test, which is too often taken as a 
general measure of reading ability. The use of limited 
measures may label children without any meaningful basis for 
the labels. Statistical concepts such as validity, reliability and 
norms play a prominent role in standardised testing and these 
too are important in informal assessment. 

Validity refers to the extent to which the test serves the 
purpose for which it was intended. For example, if a test is 
intended to assess the child’s word-recognition ability, does it 
do this job and include no other factors? 

Reliability is a measure of consistency. Reliability can take 
many forms. It can be a factor related to time: if a child is 
tested on day one and re-tested on day five, would the scores 
be similar? It can be a factor related to the tester: would the 
child’s score have been similar if teacher B had administered 
the test rather than teacher A? It can be a factor of test items; 
would the child’s score have been similar if ‘equivalent’ 
testing items had been used for the assessment? 

Norms refer to typical performances for clearly defined 
reference groups. The most common norm 
groups. Is the score or quotient on a test at, above or below 
what has been found typical for that age group? When 
examining standardised tests it is important to check when the 
norms were constructed as typical performances vary with 
time, and what might have been a typical performance 20 
years ago could well not be typical today. 

How do these three statistical concepts relate to informal 


s refer to age 
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assessment? First, norms have no real role to play because 
generally one is only comparing an individual with previously 
accepted criteria of competence or with their past perform- 
ances. Reliability and validity are important, however. 
Reliability strongly relates to sampling. How often must one 
assess or observe an individual to judge their competence or 
otherwise? Also, in how many contexts must this assessment 
take place? There are no easy answers to these questions, but 
guidelines may be found in the following sections. Validity 
opens up a different series of questions. Are the judgements 
made about a child’s ability sound? Here task analysis and 
structured observation have an important role to play because 
it is through these two related concepts that accurate 
assessments about what a child has to do to complete a task 
successfully can be made. Task analysis and structured 
observation are discussed in detail in later sections. 


Informal assessment 


There was much concern in the primary survey (DES, 1978) 
about ‘match’. This means the appropriateness of material 
presented to individual children with regard to their ability 
and level of development. With standardised tests there is 
little opportunity to establish any ‘match’ between materials 
and child. Classroom-based assessment, however, provides 
abundant opportunities for such a consideration. 

Liddell (1982) provides an alternative label for classroom- 
based assessment, formative assessment, which he describes as 
‘just good teaching’. Formative assessment is the teacher’s 
attempt to evaluate how well pupils have coped with a 
particular skill, group of skills or body of knowledge within 
the curriculum, and as a result of that to lead them to improve 
those areas to the best of their ability. There are a wide range 
of methods available to the teacher to enable this process to 
take place and these will be discussed in turn later; however, 
firstly, it is important to examine what might be termed the 
basis for informal or classroom-based assessment. 
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The basis of classroom-based assessment 


The philosophy of classroom-based assessment is that chil- 
dren should be given the opportunity to demonstrate their 
abilities on ‘normal classroom activities’, and that this leads to 
the next teaching input. This means that the focus of interest 
transfers from ‘the test’ (and ensuring its correct administ- 
ration) to the child. The child is now being provided with 
situations in which to demonstrate his or her abilities, but the 
threat of ‘testing’ is removed, and a context for the child’s 
assessment is gained. 

So that this assessment through normal classroom activities 
can take place, however, it is necessary to examine the 
activities, first from the child’s point of view, and then from 
the teacher’s point of view, to see what the content of each 
activity is. How the child and the teacher perceive each task is 
central in terms of what they will both eventually learn from 
it. 

Teachers see the work which they present to children at 
two related levels. First, they see the skills a child needs to 
complete each task set, and, second, they see the facts and 
ideas in which those skills are embedded. Unless there is an 
element of content, there can be no process of working on 
that content and thus no development of skills. However, 
children generally view the learning process only from the 
standpoint of the content, the facts and ideas. Interest, 


enthusiasm and need should be their Prime motivators to 
complete a task. 


Task analysis 


Kerr (1981) suggests that when designing materials for their 
pupils, teachers do not work from ‘precisely designed 
objectives, through lesson design an 
instruction and evaluation’, 


He continues by quoting MacDonald who states that 


d materials selection to 
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teachers ‘rarely ask “What am I going to accomplish?” Instead 
teachers try to determine “What am I going to do?”’ This view 
is supported by Zahorik (in Kerr, 1981) who concluded that 
teachers did not begin with objectives but with a consider- 
ation of the learning activity — in other words, of its content. 

Given that this is how many teachers operate, then the 
analysis of reading tasks put forward by Fyfe and Mitchell 
(1981) would seem to be appropriate. 

For two reasons they prefer not to base their analysis of 
materials presented to children on an analysis of reading 
skills. First, they point to the lack of consensus on the nature 
of the reading process and question whether or not it can 
actually be itemised into skills. Second, they agree with Kerr 
(1981) in believing that teachers often develop their work 
around themes and develop reading within these contexts. 
Fyfe and Mitchell, then, see reading in terms of tasks and 
classify these tasks into five main areas: (a) search; 
(b) comprehend; (c) personal response; (d) learn or store; (e) do. 
They state that these five elements are not discrete and that 
the majority of tasks will demand a combination of several of 
them, though they cite comprehension as the major element. 

Task analysis, then, can be seen in terms of the teacher 
looking at the activity the child has to work on and arriving at 
conclusions on the sort of decisions a child will have to make 
to complete that activity. Here, however, despite Fyfe and 
Mitchell’s reservations about a skills analysis, it can be argued 
that such an analysis should take place. In the initial move to 
give this type of assessment greater prominence, teachers may 
benefit from a more detailed study of this kind. However, as 
the process becomes part of their professional make-up, less 
intense analysis may suffice. 


Methods of informal assessment 


Before looking at a variety of methods of informal assess- 
ment, we must consider a few general points. The function of 
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this section is not to provide formats for use, but rather to 
look at the strengths and weaknesses of the different 
approaches. The selection of the most appropriate methods 
for a wide variety of occasions, and the devising of formats to 
fit the teacher’s, children’s and school’s needs, depends upon 
the individual teacher’s professional judgement. 


Structured observation 


Whatever the method of Presentation the teacher decides to 
adopt in any particular circumstance, at the very root of 
classroom assessment must come an evaluation of the 
educational worth of the materials and skills presented to the 
child, 

One method for doing this is structured observation. Here 
the teacher looks closely at how the children are coping with 
any particular task and assesses their strengths and weaknes- 
ses on that task. With regard to materials, the teacher’s 
approach must be to evaluate those materials in terms of the 
children’s written or spoken response, and judge whether 
each child’s response shows a real and relevant understanding 
of the problem set, Two very useful aids in this area are packs 
presented by the Open University’s Centre for Continuing 
Education, The two packs, P533 — Curriculum in Action: An 
Approach to Evaluation (published in 1980) and P531 - 
Purposeful Learning: Reading and Language (available short- 
ly), concentrate on these two aspects. 


P533 - Curriculum in Action bases its approach around six 
basic questions: 


1 What did the pupils actually do? 
2 What were they learning? 

3 How worthwhile was it? 

4 What did I do? 

5 What did I learn? 


6 What do I intend to do now? 
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A major criticism of this approach could be that any analysis 
might be superficial, with participants merely confirming 
their own prejudices. For this reason it is probably better for 
teachers to study packs of this nature as a group, with the 
collective wisdom of the group being applied to each 
individual’s responses. 

P531 — Purposeful Learning: Reading and Language looks 
at the related problem of the type of material presented to the 
child and his or her response to it. It is this child’s eye view 
(or rather, the attempt to get a child’s eye view) that gives this 
particular pack its strength. Any mismatch between text and 
response can be evaluated in terms of understanding, textual 
complexity, information-collection and the use of that 
information. Again, a major problem could be one of 
superficiality and the expectation of a stereotyped response. If 
the pack is worked through by a group of teachers, with a 
person of experience taking the chair, then the problem may 
be alleviated. 


Marking 


It would be easy to forget or gloss over this most common 
and regular method of informal assessment. Marking has too 
often consisted of placing a score or grade at the end of a piece 
of work, or at best a written comment. If marking is to be 
effective it must lead the pupil to produce another, more 
polished, draft of that particular piece of work or to improve 
the quality of the next piece of work. 

Liddell (1982) suggests six points that teachers should 
consider when responding to children’s writing: 


1 assessment should occur as close as possible to the 
time of writing; 

2 bear in mind the pupil’s previous level of performance; 

3 take account of the original purposes for the writing; 

4 be selective; 
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5 identify only what the pupil is felt capable of improving; 
6 point the pupil towards the means of improvement. 


He considers that the teacher’s primary task is to try to 
understand the pupil’s ideas, no matter how muddled these 
might be, and to display this understanding through praise; 
not empty praise, but praise which shows insight. If the 
teacher respects the pupil’s ideas, so will the pupil. However, 
this is not the end of the process. The pupils must be directed 
to see where their meaning is not clear so that they can begin 
to sort out the problem themselves. This leads on to the skill 


of proof-reading. If pupils can be encouraged to look 
critically at their own work, then they can begin to correct 


their own errors. 

Implicit in this approach is the notion of redrafting of work 
to lead to an improvement in both content and style. This 
could be carried out by the pupil in isolation, but a more 
interesting notion is that of the ‘editorial board’. Here small 
groups could critically examine each other’s work and suggest 
refinements and improvements at the structural, grammatical 
and lexical levels. On occasions the ‘final draft’? could be 
‘published’ in some kind of class magazine or the like. 


Criterion referenced testing 


A method of assessment that follows directly from the task 
analysis approach is criterion-referenced testi 
referenced testing, success or otherwise is not based on any 
reference to the performance of others (norms) but to the 
individual’s ability to meet some Previously-defined criteria 


of competency. It is through task analysis that these criteria 
can be established. 


The model for a criterion-refer 
takes the following form: 


ng. In criterion- 


enced approach usually 


State the task — Teach the task => Test the task 
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It is usual for the criteria for success to be stated in 
behavioural terms (i.e. what the child actually has to do), as 
this makes the testing and the evaluation of the results much 
more straightforward. 

This method of assessment can be useful when the teacher 
wishes to ascertain the level of competence of a particular 
child or group of children after either a new skill has been 
taught or a new set of facts and ideas has been introduced. 
One of its great strengths is that because there is no reference 
to the performance of others, greater account can be taken of 
different levels of ability. A level of success can be decided 
upon for individual children and their performance judged 
against that level. Its validity comes from the task analysis 
which precedes the teaching of the task and its reliability 
comes from the testing of the task in the final stage. However, 
to ensure greater reliability, the testing or assessment should 
take place in a variety of contexts. If the child displays a 
similar performance in a variety of contexts, then the 
performances can be taken to be an accurate assessment of the 
child’s learning in that particular area. 


Cloze procedure 


Knowledge and use of cloze procedure must be widespread in 
the classrooms of the British Isles. It involves words being 
deleted from a text and being replaced by blank spaces of 
equal length. The text deletions can be drawn up either on the 
basis that every nth word is deleted or that words are deleted 
on a grammatical basis (i.e. verbs, conjunctions, etc., are 
deleted). Harrison (1980) suggests that if deletions are being 
made on a structural basis (every nth word), then every fifth 
word is the minimum possible because below that level the 
contextual information needed to fill in the blanks is too 
small. Every seventh word is generally thought to be the 
Optimum deletion rate. 

When the cloze text has been prepared, the child then reads 
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the passage and fills in the blanks, responding to both the 
semantic and syntactic clues contained in the writing. It is 
usual to give a short ‘lead in’ of a few sentences without 
deletions to set the scene for the reader. To ensure reliability, 
about 50 deletions are needed in any one passage. This has the 
added advantage of making percentage scores easier to work 
out. 

Depending on the use to which the results are going to be 
put, either the originally deleted word or one which serves the 
same function can be considered appropriate. An example of 
when the originally deleted word could be used as an 
indicator of success is placement of a child in a fiction-reading 
programme or aiding a decision to move the child within that 
programme. This use is based around the accumulation of 
research which indicates that if a child gets 75 per cent of the 
deletions correct they are reading at an instructional level (i.¢- 
need some help from the teacher), and that with over 90 per 
cent of the deletions correct they are operating at an 
independent level. A system could be set up whereby a school 
has a bank of cloze texts at a variety of reading and interest 
levels and pupils can be tested on these where necessary: 

An example of where it may not be appropriate to use the 
actually deleted word is when cloze procedure is used in small 
groups. Small groups of children could be provided with 
copies of a cloze text and asked to discuss among themselves 
which words they would choose to fill in the gaps. If the 
ensuing discussion is then tape-recorded the reasons and 
justifications for the insertions can then be analysed by the 
teacher. This view is supported by Harrison (1980), who 
quotes both Walker and Lunzer and Gardner in suggesting 
that this method encourages children to consider the text as å 
whole and not just to operate at the ‘word’ level. 

In recent years, the educational catalogues have abounded 
with pre-packaged examples of cloze passages, group predic- 
tion and sequencing exercises. The temptation for teachers is 
to use them in the same manner as English grammar exercises 
were once used. The underlying theme of this discussion has 
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been that classroom assessment must be assessment in 
context, and that context should be the project and thematic 
work carried out by the children, where their motivation is 
high and they have meaningful and purposeful tasks to 
perform. It follows, therefore, that if any assessment by cloze 
procedure, group prediction and group sequencing is to be 
made it must be made with this relationship in mind. 


Informal reading inventories (IRIs) 


Generally, IRIs have concentrated on the analysis of oral 
reading. This is borne out by critical reviews (Pikulski, 1978) 
and practical examples (see Senior in Raggett, Tutt and Raggett, 
1979), Part of the example given by Senior is as follows: 


My house 
ch 
h br cl d 
My house has a red roof and a brown chimney. The door and the 
h-a 
with question mark c-au cave 
windows are blue. Wil} you come and play with me? We can have 
b-u i sh-kip 
s-u-b- wi-ll s-k g 
cake and buns to eat. We will run and skip and jump in the garden 
s-it r-e-st 


then we will sit down and rest. 


The purpose of this example is to show the type of format 
involved rather than to analyse the reading strategies used by 
the child. As can be seen, the teacher’s copy of the text is 
typed out with spaces for the child’s oral miscues to be 
recorded. From an analysis of the miscues, a programme of 
reading instruction can be formulated. IRIs are the forerun- 
ners of miscue analysis. However, with the crystallisation of 
Miscue analysis into a workable classroom system (Arnold, 
1982), the use of IRIs for this purpose would appear to have 


174 Peter Brinton 


diminished. This should not be a reason to abandon IRIs but 
a spur to extend their use into other areas such as ee 
project work, goal-setting, identification of bias and t 
evaluation of the finished product. The IRI would then 
become an annotated check-list, providing information about 
how a child approached the overall task of reading for some 
previously defined purpose. 


When constructing this type of check-list four points need 
to be considered: 


= 


the level of difficulty of the task undertaken; 
2 the level of proficiency achieved by the child; 


a record of the increasing level of ability demonstrated 
by the child on the tasks; 


an indication of the variety of contexts in which the tas 
can be applied. 


An example of such a check-list is shown in figure 9.1. 


context 7 


itemisation of skills 


Blank — no degree of proficiency 

/ — skill introduced 

X — proficient in limited contexts 

m — proficient in a variety of contexts 


Figure 9.1 Check-list 
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Group prediction and group sequencing 


These techniques can be used to assess pupils’ global 
understanding of texts or as an evaluation of the degree of 
coherent understanding each pupil is gaining from printed 
material. Group prediction involves children working in 
small groups. They are presented with the introduction to a 
story and invited to discuss what might follow. Then they are 
presented with the next extract. They can modify their 
prediction in the light of the new knowledge they have gained 
and continue to speculate on what might happen next. This 
Process continues until the conclusion of the story. By using 
the increasing amounts of information contained within the 
text the children’s predictions will, one hopes, become 
increasingly accurate. 

_ Sequencing involves the slicing up of a text or set of 
instructions; the individual or small group has to replace them 
in the correct order. If possible, it is then a good idea to let the 
group carry out the task referred to in the instructions, as 
then they can be made aware, in a practical way, of their 
ability to find logic and order within a text. 

As with cloze procedure these two activities are an 
assessment of a child’s use of language beyond the word level. 
They have to identify the overall logic and coherence of the 
text and react to that. Group prediction, in particular, 
encourages children to make explicit the deductions they are 
formulating from the printed page, and to modify these in the 
light of increasing amounts of information. ‘ 

However, this method of assessment, again, has its roots in 
classroom observation and unless this base has strong 
foundations in some type of task analysis then the conclu- 
sions drawn could have little substance. 


Record-keeping 


No form of assessment is worthwhile unless records of that 
assessment are kept. Without records, assessment Is a sterile 
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business, existing in a vacuum. There are two basic — 

to be answered when devising a record-keeping eee 

are the records for and how are they going to be kept: r 
In a Schools Council research study, Clift, Y 

Wilson (1981) questioned teachers on the function o se 

records and highlighted seven major recommendations: 


1 records should be a day-to-day record of teachers’ work; 

2 records should be a summary for internal school use; 

3 school records should aid transition from school to 

eae. should aid transfers as well as transitions; 

school records should have a diagnostic value; aa at 

6 school records should aid in problems concerning chi 
welfare; 


: oi e $ to 
school records should aid the writing of report 
parents. 


wn 


As this chapter is concerned with classroom based rane 
ment, items 1), 2) and 5) are of prime importance, whereas t 
other items stem from a consideration of these factors. = 

However, it is interesting to note that the teachers 1n ini 
survey also said what records should not be. Jt iis: wOne™ 
itemising these as a salutary reminder when devising any 
record-keeping system. Records should not be: 

l a waste of time; 

2 too jargonistic or lengthy; 

3 used as a check on teachers’ work; 

4 a substitute for staffr 


oom gossip (i.e. passing on pre- 
judice); 


5 a bureaucratic device for controlling pupils’ lives. 
Returning to the question of w 
would appear essential that the ma f 
: ` anani 

those records should have a say both in their construction an 
: i : s sir use 

format. It is through involvement of this nature that their u 


: ; or acs school 
is more likely to be ensured. For example, if an infant scho : 
i Ss y x : > tC 
is devising a system that may finally be used to aid transfer 


for, it 
ho the records are for, i 
ee ; pes 
jority of potential users © 
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junior school, what better way to encourage the junior pe 
to use those records than to invite them to help in the 
construction of the record-keeping system? This approach 
may have other long-term benefits, because este shir 
reflect the basic philosophy and curriculum of any sc se 
they do not and the underlying philosophy of the curriculu 
the records are to reflect is not made clear, then to devise a 
record-keeping system would be akin to putting the cart 
before the horse. ; 

In recommending guidelines for the construction of nce 
records, Clift et al. split the task into two components: 
content and design. 


Content 


Content should: 


1 be relevant to the purpose of the record; 
2 be clearly sequenced; era x 
i i i s for future 
3 give direct indications rather than implications fo 
teaching; yee 
erienc attainment 
4 distinguish clearly between experience pilin ; 
5 clearly present assessment gi ingen at : ie 
(a) the derivation of norms when grading o : ae 
(b) the criteria used when deciding on pup 
tence; is 
: . eit r gradin 
(c) details of standardised tests when pent org g; 
i f i >C 5 use 
(d) details of other testing E te pa o 
(e) teacher-made test marks in standardı 


Design 
Records should have: 


l a clear layout; ; ee 

2 stable printing which will not fade; 

3 clear section headings; saia 
: : ; 

4 the pupil’s name in a prominent pos 
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5 sufficient space for comments; 
6 a prominently placed key. 


All the above points have a major relevance to aeni $ 
based assessment in two areas. First, if Pre weet te 
not to be idiosyncratic the criteria on which it is base eo 
be made explicit and it must not dissolve into pie n 
chronological account of what any individual 7 camel 
experienced. Second, they must complement pe aa 
with any form of standardised testing the school and the 
education authority wish to undertake. 


i i shwords 
Concise yet clear: these are the two important watch 
to keep in mind. 


Summary 


: ed 
The aim of this chapter has been to look at classroom r 
assessment within a psycholinguistic model of the rea 


m $ se are 
process. Several major points have emerged and thes 
stated below: 


1 assessment should reflect the 
the curriculum; 


assessment should be based on a thorough understanding 
of the task a child is asked to complete; ; | 
assessment should be varied in both its forms anc 
contexts; 

assessment should be both reliable 
assessment should aim to put the c 
elicit a ‘best’ performance; 


philosophy and content of 


and valid; 
: Ee 
hild at ease and henc 


assessment should show strengths as well as weaknesses; 

assessment should inform the next 

process; 

8 assessment techni 
the results are 

9 record-keepin 


the 


e E a 7 
stage of the teaching 


ques should relate to the use to which 

going to be put; 1 
g should reflect both the curriculum ant 
assessment philosophy of the school. 
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. . r D 
What’s wrong with teaching reading? 
Jobn Merritt 


In the United States there is a vast reading industry ara 3 
tremendously powerful reading Establishment. It is hard y 
surprising, therefore, that there is an ever-growing pressure 
on schools to buy expensive reading schemes and workshops 
for developing all aspects of reading at all levels from 
kindergarten through to university. In addition, an ace 
increasing number of teachers enrol in programmes devote 

to developing expertise in the teaching of reading. A similar 
pattern has been emer 
Kingdom. ? 

Is this a hopeful sign? Does this mean that the Balioak 
report (DES, 1975) is at last bearing fruit? Can we look 
forward to a future in which every child will benefit from the 
ready availability of scientifically designed teaching materia 
administered by a highly qualified expert? Or are Wo 
perhaps, hitching our Waggon to the wrong star? 

It is, of course, quite reasonable to suppose that there 
would be a significant impact on reading standards if We 
devoted more money to resources for teaching reading, and to 
teacher training. It would be equally reasonable to suppos? 
that the effects of such a policy on reading achievement 
should be obvious in any comparison between a country that 
devoted substantial resources to reading and one that 
allocated resources on a rather more frugal scale. On these 
grounds, a comparison could legitimately be made betwee? 


i ; 3 ited 
ging in recent years in the Unit 
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reading standards in the United States and standards in the 
United Kingdom — particularly if the observations were made 
some years ago when the differences in our respective levels 
of provision for reading were even greater than at present. 

Such a comparison of standards of reading in different 
countries throughout the world was in fact made in an 
international survey reported by Thorndike (1973). This 
survey showed, however, that the reading comprehension of 
American 10 year olds was appreciably less than that of 
children of the same age in Scotland and England — the very 
opposite of what might have been predicted. At the age of 14, 
scores for Scottish and American children were equal, with 
England falling into third place. It should be added that the 
greatest possible care was taken to ensure that the samples 
tested were as far as possible comparable. 

On the question of training and qualification, Thorndike 
reported as follows: ‘None of the variables showed a consis- 
tent relationship across the set of countries, though there was 
a slight indication that membership in professional associations 
of educators or subject matter teachers [my italics] was a 
favourable indicator’ (p. 107). As to the availability of 
specialist teachers, the report says: ‘There is no indication that 
children read better in schools with many reading specialists 
even when the schools are equated for parental occupation 
[My italics].’ 

The largest differences in reading ac 
found, as might be expected, betw 
relatively high level of economic development and a long 
tradition of universal education and countries much less well 
favoured in these respects. Within each of these two groups 
the differences were found to be relatively modest. Thus the 
Overall level of education generally available seems to be as 
important as the allocation of special resources to reading. 

On this evidence alone it would of course be somewhat 
facile to draw the conclusion that specially designed materials 
for teaching reading are of little or no value, or that special 
training in the teaching of reading is unnecessary. Neverthe- 


hievement were in fact 
een countries with a 
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less, the above findings do cast a considerable shadow over 
the current products of the reading industry and the kinds of 
training currently provided in the teaching of reading. 

On the question of teacher training, most of us with 
responsibility in this area who studied the international 
survey probably saw these results as a criticism of courses run 
by other people! Naturally, we re-examined our own courses 
and even made quite substantial revisions. But we still felt that 
it would be ridiculous to assume that we could be on the 
wrong track altogether. Nevertheless, a severe critic could 
point to a study by Durkin in 1966 (see Durkin, 1974). She 
found that many children who read before starting school 
appeared to learn what they needed from older siblings. 
‘What’, the critic might ask, ‘does a specialist teacher of 
reading need to learn when a child can do the job without any 
such training?” The same critic might point to a study by 
Hassinger, cited in Corder (1971). Here high-school students 
with poor attendance records who were themselves retarded 
by two or three years in reading were used as tutors. After six 
weeks, the elementary school students showed a 4.6 months’ 
gain and the high-school students who acted as tutors 
themselves showed a mean gain of eight months! 

Naturally, we had our answer quite pat. Certainly, the 
unskilled youngster can teach reading as well as we can: 
almost anyone can — if they have only one child to deal with, 
or a fairly small group, and when they are close enough to the 
learning problem themselves to know what the learner’s 
ki edea wats Care ty UN re 

in charge of classes of children. It seems 
coda t se therefore, that we do need to give 
eachers all the insights into the read} re wledge 
of strategies for teaching per Cee ee 
classroom management skills that may be necessary for 
coping with the wide range of reading ability to be found in a 
large class. j 
, Before we go too far down that particular road, let us take 
into account a second major finding of the survey. IP 
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developed countries, it was found that home and family 
background provided 


an appreciable prediction of the reading achievement of 
individual students — and an even more substantial 
prediction of the average reading achievement of chil- 
dren in a school... When the population of a school 
comes from homes in which the parents are well 
educated, economically advantaged, and able to provide 
an environment in which reading materials and 
communication media are available, the school shows a 
generally superior level of reading achievement. (p. 177) 


This finding is in line with most other observations of 
relationships between home background and educational 
achievement. 
_ The relationship between socio-eco 
ing achievement is of course indirect. It just happens that the 
most active interest in a child’s education is at present found 
among parents in certain income groups OF occupational 
categories. But if this contribution could be boosted, a strong 
case could be made for a significant shift in the allocation of 
resources for reading in favour of programmes aimed at 
gaining substantial parental support. ; 
In recent years, there has in fact been a steady increase in 
activities directed towards boosting parental support. Tizard, 
Schofield and Hewison (1982), for example, reported on an 
experiment in Haringey in which parents were encouraged to 
hear their children read each evening from books specified by 
the teacher. The children concerned gained more than those 
in the control group and more even than those who received 
extra help from a well-qualified teacher, and Hewson (1982) 
ree that the improvement was still apparent one year 
ater, 


; Tizard, Schofield and Hewison 
inevitable methodological limitations W 


nomic status and read- 


(1982) drew attention to the 
hich necessitated cau- 
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ion in i i ir findi j : ere 
tion in interpreting their findings. Nevertheless, they w 


er à ‘ : : T 
sufficiently confident to include the following among the 
conclusions. 


1 In inner city, multiracial schools it is both feasible = 
practicable to involve nearly all parents in forma 
educational activities with infant and first-year junior 
school children, even if the parents are non-literate Or 
largely non-English speaking. DA 4 
Most parents express great satisfaction in being involve 

in this way by the schools, and teachers report that the 
children show an increased keenness for learning and are 
better behaved. 

The teachers involved in the home collaboration also 
reported that they found the work with parents worth- 
while and they continued to involve the parents with 
subsequent classes after the experiment was concluded. 
The fact that some children read to parents who could 
not themselves read English, or in a few cases could not 
read at all, did not prevent improvement in the reading 
skills of those children, or detract from the willingness of 
the parent to collaborate with the school. 


In view of the different kinds of evidence cited above ea 
might well argue that we could, and 
high priority, take full adv 
already available — 


should, as a matter of 
antage of the wealth of resources 
‘ a parents, the unemployed, and older 
children if we want to maximise reading achievement. They 
can do it. Why don’t we give them a job? There are currently 
more parents readily available than there are teachers willing 
to use them. And there is a double benefit if we make use of 
parents in the classroom because what they learn from 
helping in the classroom can also be put to good use in the 
home. They also provide a pool of potential outreach workers 
to contact parents who cannot come in to the school on 4 
regular basis but who might be pleased to participate in 
self-help groups of one kind or another. Thus, the best that 
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we can provide by way of school experience can influence the 
Pega ane ease anida prear deal of what happens in 
8 jome becomes practised as part of everyday 
classroom life. f 
Children currently in school can also both help, and 
benefit, in a similar way. It may be argued, furthermore, that 
the breaking-down of age barriers in schools for this and 
many other purposes is an essential element in educating 
children as responsible citizens and parents. Substantial 
training opportunities for learning how to handle this 
relatively new set of problems would obviously need to be 
provided both in initial and inservice courses. 

„This kind of development would affect all teachers in every 
kind of school. But then, the teaching of reading is, arguably, 
a responsibility that must be accepted by all teachers. 
Regrettably, although all teachers expect their pupils to learn 
from reading, the majority, if they are not teachers of infants 


or remedial specialists, assume that they themselves have no 
responsibility for helping their pupils to do so. If they do see 
a need, they assume that special periods set aside for 
developing effective reading provide the appropriate solution. 
Unfortunately, the skills learned in such contexts are far too 
limited, partly because of time restrictions, partly because of 
content and context restrictions, and partly because of the 
restricted perceptions of what is entailed in developing 
effective reading on the part of the teachers concerned. In 
addition, there is little or no inducement or opportunity for 
transfer of learning to occur outside the context of the reading 
lesson. Clearly, therefore, it is essential that all teachers be 
given appropriate training or experience in the teaching of 
reading. 

All of this has significant impl 
content of existing courses and inserv 
the idea that teachers need courses packed 
the esoterica of reading research seems increa 


justify. Instead of asking, ‘What else can we teach teachers 
about language and reading? perhaps we should be asking, 


ications for the nature and 
ice activities. Certainly, 
with linguistics and 
singly hard to 


186 John Merritt 


‘What knowledge, skills and insights will actually make any 
difference to their effectiveness as teachers within a 
community-orientated education system?’ And having asked 
this question we need to be able to show that what we teach 
teachers actually does make a substantial contribution to 
professional judgement and is not merely a reflection of the 
political strength of the current academic in-group. 

Even when a particular theoretical content is accepted as 
relevant we need to rethink its presentation and to decide 
what forms of learning will actually transfer to normal 
practice and result in more effective teaching. It is certainly ae 
least arguable that a lot of what is currently included in 
courses could be presented in a very much simpler form 
without loss and that the conditions of learning in a great deal 
of initial and inservice education do not even begin to match 
those that we ourselves advocate in courses on pedagogy. — 

One of our present handicaps, I suspect, is that we tend in 
teacher training to start our analysis of what is needed in the 
wrong place. All too often we begin with a review of the 
kinds of theory which, we believe, can in some way or other 
add to a teacher’s understanding of language in general and 
reading in particular, Unfortunately, such theoretical studies 
do not, in themselves, provide any guidance on priorities. 
They give no guidance concerning either the level of study of 
the amount of knowledge that might be optimal for general- 
ict eh eae “ for initial or inservice education. The 

ither overload courses with theoretica 


‘ look for opportunities tO 
r analysis with the task to be 


ra very different kind of 
course. ) 
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A further serious disadvantage is that any exploration of 
the possible range of significant relationships between differ- 
ent theoretical approaches is very time-consuming and rarely 
undertaken by those with a special interest in one kind of 
theory or another. Indeed, the exploration of significant 
relationships between theories of various kinds presents 
problems that are at least as complex as investigations within 
any particular body of theoretical knowledge. Teachers, 
however, like other practitioners, must be capable of drawing 
on a variety of theoretical considerations simultaneously. 
They are therefore at a serious disadvantage in courses at any 
level if the major emphasis is on the separate fields of study 
with only desultory and largely unsystematic forays being 
made to see how diverse theoretical considerations may be 
judiciously combined in tackling the range of practical 
problems that teachers need to cope with. 

Another consequence of focusing on one kind of theory at 
a time is that the teaching task can then be seen as a matter of 
devising programmes for the development of specific skills 
and we may then try to cover these exhaustively by providing 
a wide range of carefully structured teaching materials. It is 
important to remind ourselves, therefore, that only a very 
small proportion of the words a child learns to read are 
acquired by direct instruction; in addition, the vast majority 
of phonic ‘rules’, morpho-phonemic regularities, Or 
grammatical relationships that actually influence a child’s 
reading have never been expressly taught. Furthermore, many 
of those children who excel in reading, and in language 
generally, have acquired their high levels of competence 
without being exposed to anything remotely resembling 
either the highly-structured and educationally-emaciated 
reading or study skills laboratory, Or the manipulations of 
those who are concerned more with the formal processes of 
language and reading than with the educationally purposeful 
Pursuit of information, inspiration or ideas. By working from 
Specific theory to specific practice, we usually end up by 
imposing a wide range of learning activities which are largely 


188 Jobn Merritt 


unnecessary and which detract from those more fundamental 
educational processes which tend, by and large, to make them 
so. 

Perhaps the answer is that we should not be talking about 
reading in the first place — at least not as a separate study. It 1$ 
not reading per se that concerns us but learning. Reading 1s 
only one part of the total process of learning in the classroom. 
We may well have done much more harm than good by 
separating it out from the general context of learning in the 
first place. : 

By way of aside, it is interesting to recall that ‘membership 
in professional associations of educators or subject matter 
teachers was a favourable indicator [of reading achievement} 
in the international survey reported earlier. Presumably 
teachers who join such associations do so because they are 
concerned with the general problem of how their pupils learn 
-and about ways of helping them. Indeed, to many teachers 1t 
will be no surprise to learn that a teacher’s concern about 
learning in general tends to be associated with higher reading 
achievement on the part of his or her pupils! 

If, then, the primary focus in teacher training, initial or 
inservice, is to be on the general question of how we can most 
effectively facilitate learning, not reading or language, We 
need to start, I would suggest, by getting student teachers and 
practising teachers to look first at what learning is already 
going on in the classroom. We need to get them to look at 
what their pupils actually do during a given period, what they 
are actually learning, and what the benefits are of what they 
have done and learned. In addition, however, they need tO 
look at pupils over a prolonged period and ask themselves 
what it all adds up to for any individual pupil. The general 
approach referred to here is exemplified in Open University 
Course P234, Curriculum in Action. This course is currently 
being adapted so that the materials will lend themselves more 
readily to use by groups of teachers working in school- 
centred curriculum development activities. The general 
approach was also a central feature in the DES funded Initial 
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Teaching- z . 
ae tans Education Project reported by Ashton et 
The . é 
ie Ales pegot arms k "a this question, ‘What 
were to make substantial eater E i Mr i ie 
eens eee A a udinal studies of the curricu- 
E E A, individual children over the whole of 
E o ar do they actually spend most of their 
ee Ea Sai sea do they actually learn of what we 
ad teen e other kinds of learning take place that we 
of thie hii pane T intend? At the end of the day, how much 
aaen oe uted significantly to their development as 
ei gs? ae much has been neutral? How much has 
y been adverse in its effects? 
Pa kas a These broader educational questions as our 
E „we can then justifiably go on to ask some more 
Se questions, focusing first, perhaps, on language. What 
portion of each child’s time 1s spent 1n: 


{ ire y : Ae eae z 
sitting passively, either listening or not listening, while 


the teacher talks; 
: oe to other children, the teacher, other adults; 
alkıng about priorities, as a prelude to decision-making, 
strategies, as a prelude to action, the task in hand, as an 
aspect of co-operative endeavour, Or outcomes and 
manner of achievement, as a means of learning from 
experience? 
d foundation for individual 
environmental responsibil- 
as the above, rather than 
must provide the starting 


ooo is to provide a soun 
ne i die allied to social and 
| Beeps aa eto questions such 

> -focus theoretical questions, 
point, both in establishing priorities and in seeking valid 


evi f TADE 

ee for assessing our current effectiveness. Only 

hrough pursuing such questions, and their practical implica- 
which of the possible 


t a $ s 
eit can we begin to identify 
Ontributions deriving from such disciplines as philosophy, 


soci 3 ans . ; 
ociology, psychology or linguistics might actually assıst 
professional judgement. 
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Naturally, the same holds for reading. In the case of 

i i g 

children who are getting beyond the early stages of learning 
to read, we might ask such questions as: 


1 What proportion of each child’s time is spent in reading 
tasks set by the teacher, and answering questions set by 
teacher or textbook/work-card author, rather than by 
the child him or herself? 

2 Within the general pattern of negotiation outlined above, 
what proportion of each child’s time is spent in: 

(a) deciding what additional information is needed, and 
why; 

(b) identifying possible sources, pre-viewing and select- 
ing sources, planning appropriate ways of recoromh 
information (e.g. tables, diagrams, storage/retrieva 
formats, etc.); d 

(c) skimming, scanning, searching, selecting, evaluating 

and organising information according to a well- 
defined purpose, following the strategy previously 
determined by the reader him or herself; 

evaluating the reading outcome/s and taking any 

further action that may be necessary in the light of 

further discussion or personal review? 


The questions provide a broad indication of what is involved 


in effective reading on the part of autonomous, responsible 
adults. And, like the rela 


they provide an a 
of theory and an 

By way of exa 
be reviewed by 
study of compr 
examination of 
intervention. T 


(d) 


ted questions on language generally, 
Ppropriate starting point both for a review 
orderly appraisal of relevance and priorities. 
mple, current work on schema theory might 
any tutor who wants to involve teachers in 4 
ehension. One aspect of this study might be an 
the effectiveness of different kinds of pre-task 
ention. he teacher, however, taking a broader view O 
the kind indicated above, should in this context adopt the 
position of the apocryphal Irishman who was asked the way 
by a passing motorist: ‘If I was you, I wouldn’t be starting 
from here in the first place!’ For the teacher, in deciding how 
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best to develop competent reading, needs to start with the 
normal everyday life situation where it is the reader who 
decides whether to read, what to read, and how to organise 
the outcomes so that they can be achieved. Thus, a contents x 
type-of-risk matrix might be the best way of comparing the 
cover provided by different insurance policies whereas 
constructing a very simple flow diagram, or even a list, may 
be the best way of learning what to do in the event of making 
a claim, 

If the normal reading task is not determined by someone 
else’s selection of text, purpose, and schematic pre-task 
intervention, but by the reader’s own purpose and outcome 
requirements, then if this makes some kinds of reading more 
difficult — that’s life. We simply have to get on with it, not 
abandon the more difficult tasks. They all have to be included 
in the curriculum and, when included, must not be sub- 
merged by a plethora of other reading activities that are 


counter-productive. 


By starting at the academic research end of the spectrum, 


the teacher can develop hopelessly inappropriate priorities 
and practices. Research by the classroom teacher then 
typically follows along the same narrow lines and legitimises 
inferior educational practice by investing it with a halo of 
spurious academic respectability. , 

A singular advantage of a more realistic approach in the 
design of courses is that not only teachers (and/or student 
teachers) but tutors also can always begin by observing 


current practice afresh. They can then compare and contrast 
jointly identify as being 


this using criteria which they ; 
al philosophy, the reali- 


consistent with their own education i 
tes of the particular school and the present and future 
demands of everyday life. Together they can review the 
practical possibilities for developing 4 richer and more 
realistic array of educational experiences, noting particularly 
the demands this would make on the language and reading 
abilities of pupils, and how much reading and language 
development takes place automatically as they modify the 
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curriculum. The tutor can then help the aee S 
identify the relevant literature and to approach thei 2 oss 
studies in the manner indicated by the questions set wo: fi 
for developing effective reading in their own pupi s. 
tutors and teachers can practise what they preach! ve 
If both tutors and teachers can be encouraged to spas > 
sort of approach to what is actually happening in t ee 
classrooms and to accept increasing responsibility for wo 
ing out their own solutions, we may begin to see ais ene 
more profitable approaches to the development of effe me 
reading. This may not at first please the producers of no 
reading schemes and workshops, but it opens up possibili i 
for their development of a much more stimulating range : 
resource materials. It will no doubt cause much a 
searching among those with a vested academic eal ee 
courses specialising narrowly on reading or language ee? 
eliminates the embarrassment of persisting with mani pel 
inappropriate courses and allows tutors to escape oe 
harrow constraints of the ivory tower. It may even help 


inj ee sadin 
teachers to inject a much needed dose of realism into reading 
education. 
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